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Preface 
 
The choice of the subject of this thesis was in part motivated by fascination. Ancient 
rituals were fascinating and compelling in the past, within their context, but their material 
remains still possess a lot of their attraction even in a modern context. Rituals capture our 
attention, and this is perhaps one of their most important panhuman aspects. However, I 
was determined to let my fascination lead only my motivation to studying the unusual 
burials at the cemetery, and not my actual interpretation. Eventually I became intrigued 
by the study of unusual burials in archaeology and the relation of the phenomenon 
unusual burial itself to a wider context. It was a pleasure working on the Late Neolithic 
cemetery at Tell Sabi Abyad, a site that is fascinating in itself. The excavations that took 
place at the site, lead by Professor Akkermans, brought forth an array of studies that 
contributed a lot to our understanding of life at Tell Sabi Abyad during the Late 
Neolithic. I am honored to be able to contribute to this knowledge. 
I would like to thank Professor Akkermans for giving me the opportunity to work 
on the material from Tell Sabi Abyad and for his patience and guidance. I would also like 
to thank Dr. Van de Velde, Professor Corbey and Professor Bintliff for their advice. Last 
but definitely not least, I would like to thank my dearest father, mother, sister and 
boyfriend for their support and understanding, and M. Melchers for reminding me how to 
put things in proportion.  
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1. Introduction 
1.1. A usual interpretation of an unusual burial  
 
 
Figure 1.1. The Early Neolithic unusual burial of an adult male found in Osłonki, Poland 
(from Lorkiewicz 2010, 430) 
 
“The type of fracture of the shank bones indicates a heavy direct injury. 
The form of the fragments indicates that the fracture at the distal end of the 
left tibia was caused by an impact inflicted from the back. In the case of the 
right shin, the distal fracture was probably caused by a sideways impact, 
while the proximal one by a medial impact. However, it was difficult to 
interpret the arrangement of the fractured distal parts of the lower limbs. It 
might be either deliberate, reflecting the intention to expose the injury, or 
simply result from the size of the prepared burial pit. Even though the 
intentional character of all the defects described above seems most likely, 
any attempt to explain their causes or the circumstances in which they 
occurred must remain inconclusive. First of all, it is necessary to report the 
archaeological interpretations of the find … One theory holds it that it 
might have been an example of punishment for a person guilty of murder, 
which might be corroborated by the (symbolically?) damaged bone dagger-
point – the alleged murder weapon – found next to the head of the 
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individual, which is an untypical location for this item. However, the 
author believes this explanation is highly controversial, as the burial 
belongs to the Group of richly equipped burials at this site. It is thus 
unlikely to be the grave of a socially rejected person, stigmatised by 
mutilation of the cadaver. The other theory links the atypical burials from 
the late period of the existence of both settlements with the appearance of 
representatives of ethnically foreign populations among the inhabitants. 
The verification of this hypothesis will probably be enabled by an aDNA 
examination that is currently under way” (Lorkiewicz 2010, 432-3) 
 
The description above, of an unusual Neolithic burial found in Poland, illuminates the 
uncertainty involved in interpreting the background of unusual burials. Even when the 
pattern is strikingly conspicuous and seems rather intentional the author is cautious not to 
propose a conclusive explanation. The multiplicity of theories offered in this case 
exemplifies the lack of better means to reach a conclusion regarding the meaning behind 
the unusual burial, and the preference of one untested interpretation above the other has 
more to do with personal predilection than anything else. 
Although the description and analysis of this burial are very interesting and 
valuable, the attempt to explain the reason behind this deviant death rite falls short and 
fails to shed light on the social life of this particular man and of the ancient community 
that buried him in this way. It is not that the author is a poor interpreter. Rather, the 
limitations of the archaeological data and the endless variety of human symbolic behavior 
simply prevents archaeologists from achieving a more accurate reconstruction. Would 
other scenario’s come to the mind of the excavators than the “murderer theory” if slight 
differences in the variables would have been discovered? For example, if it were to be a 
woman rather than a man? If it were a child? We approach the data with certain 
expectations resulting from what we are familiar with, and almost all interpretations of 
the meaning behind unusual burials are lead to a certain degree by instinctive speculations 
based on these expectations. 
The common interpretation of the meaning behind unusual interments is thus 
highly intuitive en tentative, relying on clues that seemingly tell a story about the 
individual. But these clues are not hints in a detective novel, for if they were then the 
book is written in a different language. The strong context-bound nature of ritual behavior 
makes it impossible to know with any certainty what the motive was behind the 
placement of the damaged dagger-point. The idea that this was the alleged murder 
weapon, probably induced by the odd location and state of the object, is highly tentative 
and provides a shaky ground for a theory about the individual’s identity. It would have 
been a great coincidence if the murderer had used a bone dagger-point for his killing, one 
of the same type that is apparently commonly found in the graves of this period. 
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Archaeologists often look into anthropological and historical cases that bear 
resemblance to their findings in order to unearth the meaning behind the act (Balter 
2010), but the further back one goes in time the more insecure this reliance will be. In 
prehistoric periods these analogies have little value, and can not be a priori assumed to 
provide a background for the unusual burial. 
The interpretations of unusual burials often leave us with nothing more than a 
confirmation of the intentionality of the act and an array of tentative theories trying to 
piece together the individual’s deviant social identity. The limitations of interpretations of 
unusual burials are caused by a focus on the meaning of a specific mortuary ritual, which 
is context bound and variable (see below). Rather than performing a systematic analysis 
archaeologists investigate unusual burials in isolation, draw information from historical 
data when possible and end up trying to work around a past symbolic language they are 
not familiar with.  
 
1.2. Presentation of the study: the unusual burials of Tell Sabi Abyad 
 
During the recent excavation of the Late Neolithic cemetery at Tell Sabi Abyad (see 
chapter 2) several burials were conspicuous and appeared to be different to the normative 
mortuary treatment represented by the majority of graves. As has been mentioned above, 
the meaning behind these unusual cases is difficult to derive. Moreover, the potential 
information obtained from such tentative reasoning will only provide a limited view of 
the burial ground in antiquity. A different approach will therefore be sought after in this 
study of the unusual burials at Tell Sabi Abyad, one that will allow to gain information 
about the mortuary practices at the site and relate the unusual burials to their context. 
 The problems in the interpretation of unusual burials, outlined in the previous 
section, are especially relevant when dealing with an early prehistoric period as is the 
case in this study. The burial area at Tell Sabi Abyad is dated between 6,600-5,600 BC 
(all dates used in this thesis are calibrated dates BC), too far back in time to rely on 
continuity with historical periods. As with any social facet of human life, death rites are a 
dynamic and ever changing aspect of a community’s life and should therefore be seen in 
regard to their context. The most important lesson we can learn from ethnographic and 
anthropological studies is that the enormous variety of symbolic meanings and death rites 
do not have a one-to-one correspondence, and that each case is unique (Ucko 1969). 
Moreover, the meaning associated with rituals can be very variable without actually 
influencing the ritual act itself (McCauley and Lawson 2007, 221). It appears that there is 
more to ritual than its meaning (chapter 4 will elaborate on this point), and perhaps 
archaeological studies of ritual could benefit from concentrating on its behavioral aspect. 
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 This study will therefore not attempt to identify the reason behind the 
differentiation at death of specific individuals buried in an atypical way at the site, or try 
to unfold the symbolism behind specific attributes. Instead, the unusual burials of Tell 
Sabi Abyad will be systematically examined as part of the entire buried population, 
thereby focusing on the behavioral aspect of the mortuary rituals at the site. It is hoped 
that by means of a systematic analysis and by viewing the unusual burials as an integral 
part of death rites at the site more information can be gained from the study of these 
conspicuous burials. 
 
1.3. Aims and research questions 
 
The aim of this thesis is to systematically examine the unusual burials at the Late 
Neolithic cemetery of Tell Sabi Abyad in relation to the normative burials, thereby 
focusing on the behavioral aspect of deviant mortuary treatment. Studying the unusual 
burials at the site in this way will provide a more profound outlook on mortuary practices 
at Late Neolithic Tell Sabi Abyad. The following research questions will be focused on in 
order to direct the investigation in this paper: 
 
1. What is unusual burial?  
• How are unusual burials dealt with in archaeology? 
• How does unusual burial relate to a wider ritual context? 
In order to study the unusual burials at the Tell Sabi Abyad cemetery it will be necessary 
to know how these are currently evaluated in archaeology. Before we can assess these 
features it will also be of importance to relate them to a general framework. Relating 
prehistoric behavioral patterns to a wider context can help interpret trends seen in the 
data. 
 
2. What can we learn from the unusual burials at Tell Sabi Abyad about the mortuary 
practices at the site during the Late Neolithic? 
• What patterns do we see when examining the buried population statistically? 
• What kinds of unusual burials come up in the statistical analysis? Are they 
significantly different to the rest of the buried population?  
By studying the trends of unusual burial seen in the data and relating them to their 
context we can hopefully learn more about the death rites at the site during the Late 
Neolithic. 
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3. What can we learn from the unusual burials at Tell Sabi Abyad about the phenomenon 
of unusual burial? 
A secondary aim of this investigation is to add to the general study of unusual burials in 
archaeology and to provide another way of approaching data derived from unusual 
burials. 
 
1.4. Methodology 
 
The first question will be explored in chapters 3 and 4 after a short introduction of the site 
and the cemetery given in chapter 2. Chapters 3 and 4 will present a concise overview of 
unusual burial in archaeology and burial and ritual in anthropology. The second question 
will be investigated in chapter 5, and further elaborated on in chapter 6, the discussion 
and conclusions. Chapter 6 will also address the third research question. 
The review of unusual burial in archaeology and ritual and burial in anthropology 
in chapters 3 and 4 will provide a theoretical framework for the investigation of the 
unusual burials of Tell Sabi Abyad. It will elucidate why a systematic analysis with a 
focus on the behavioral aspect of death rites was chosen in this study. The methodology 
that will be applied to the data is a statistical analysis of the entire buried population in 
order to reveal long-term trends in normative and unusual mortuary practices at the site 
and determine the statistical significance of the unusual burials (chapter 5). It will allow 
for an evaluation of the unusual burials in relation to a norm that will be defined in 
accordance with the statistical trends at the cemetery. Furthermore, the statistical analysis 
will allow for a systematic correlation between several attributes of burial (be they 
unusual or not). 
The methodology of a statistical analysis of the entire buried population of the 
cemetery was chosen for in this study due to its systematic nature. The use of statistical 
analysis to examine mortuary data was popular during the 1970s and suited the research 
aims of processual archaeologists. However, with the rise of post-processual archaeology, 
statistical analysis of mortuary data was criticized for its use for simplistic correlations 
between statistical patterns and social structure. After the 1980s quantitative studies of 
mortuary data were not used as often as before, and they ended up in what MacHugh 
describes as a “theoretical wilderness” (MacHugh 1999, 62).  
This having been said, the investigation of unusual burials was rarely approached 
systematically even before statistical analysis of archaeological mortuary data became 
less popular. The identification of unusual burials, even if it did come forth from a 
systematic study of the entire buried population, had always lead to tentative theories 
about the meaning behind the differentiation at death of certain individuals (Tsaliki 2008, 
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14). Deviant Burial was always seen as an extraordinary phenomenon, and unusual 
burials were therefore studied in isolation (Aspöck 2008, 29-30). The statistical analysis 
of the unusual burials in this study has a different aim to earlier quantitative analyses in 
archaeological mortuary studies. It will enable a focus on the behavioral aspects of 
deviant burial and allow for an investigation of unusual burials in relation to their 
context, and is therefore preferred here. This methodology suits the aims of this thesis and 
provides a more solid ground for an interpretation of the unusual burials of Tell Sabi 
Abyad than the tentative theories that are regularly suggested in the study of deviant 
burials (Tsaliki 2008, 14). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 15 
2. The Site and the Burial Ground of Tell Sabi Abyad 
2.1. The site of Tell Sabi Abyad 
 
Tell Sabi Abyad used to be a small Neolithic village situated on the bank of the wadi 
Nahr et-Turkman, a branch of the Balikh river, that nowadays flows at a short distance 
west of the site. It is located approximately 30 kilometers south of the Syro-Turkish 
border (fig. 2.1.). Today we find a complex that is comprised of four mounds, extending 
over roughly four hectares and rising between five and ten meters above its surroundings. 
The large amount of ruins that form the tell (ruin mound) do not reflect a large settlement 
area in the past, but rather they indicate a long occupation sequence of small villages at 
the site (Akkermans 1989, 11-2). The habitation shifted across the surface of the site, 
creating a complex stratigraphy including short episodes of occupation and abandonment 
at any given location on the tell. 
 
 
Figure 2.1. A map of Syria showing the location of Tell Sabi Abyad and other main sites 
(Akkermans et al. 2006, 125). 
 
 The excavations at Tell Sabi Abyad, Arabic for: ‘Mound of the White Boy’, 
started in 1986 and the project has been active ever since. The excavations at the site 
revealed a continuous occupation at the southeastern area of the tell (operation III) during 
the Late Neolithic. In the northeastern area (operation II) the Late Neolithic layers are 
followed by a short gap in occupation before the Halaf period. Continuity between these 
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periods at the site is suggested on the basis of stratigraphic, ceramic and lithic grounds 
(Akkermans 1989, 131).  
Tell Sabi Abyad is currently the only site presenting evidence of continuity and a 
transition phase between Late Neolithic and Halaf occupation, in what has been described 
as a gradual and continuous local process of cultural change (Akkermans 2000, 43). On a 
larger scale, this transition is marked by an abandonment of most sites in the region and a 
decrease in population (known as the hiatus palestinien). This was followed by an 
increase in population and many changes in subsistence strategies, settlement 
organization and increasing interregional contact during the Halaf period. The Halaf 
period is considered to be an intermediate phase between village economies and early 
state formation, although this transition should be seen as a gradual process that had 
already began in earlier periods (Akkermans 2000).  
  
2.2. The Late Neolithic burial ground 
 
During the years 2003-2009 a concentration of graves in the northwestern part of the tell 
(operation III) was exposed. In this area the sequence of deposits has been divided into 
three main phases: mound A, mound B and mound C (fig. 2.3.). The three mounds slope 
on top of each other at the location of the cemetery, creating a complex stratigraphy in 
this area. The cemetery was divided in this thesis according to this sequence into three 
periods (radiocarbon dates provided by the Centre for Isotope Research of the University 
of Groningen):  
 
Period A: mound A, burials dated between 6,600-6,200 BC 
Period B: mound B, burials dated between 6,200-5,900 BC 
Period C: mound C, burials dated between 5,900-5,600 BC (the Halaf period) 
 
The first and last periods (A and C) include a relatively small amount of burials 
(17 and 26 respectively) that were more often related to architectural remains, while 
period B appears to reflect the main use of the cemetery when 128 individuals were 
brought there to rest and is mainly associated with open areas. It is contemporary with the 
Late Neolithic settlements at the northeastern and southeastern parts of the tell (operation 
II and I respectively).  
Period B, dated between 6,200-5,900 BC, is the transitional phase discussed 
above. It begins around the same time as the “8,2 kiloyear climate event” (Alley et al. 
1997), a sudden decrease in temperatures that occurred around 6,200 BC. During this 
climatic event the Balikh region became drier and colder, imposing a change of scene on 
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the inhabitants of the Balikh valley at the time that probably influenced socio-economic 
and subsistence changes visible in the archaeological record of the site. It was in part a 
mobile society, practicing both pastoralism and hunting. The employment of an 
administrative storage system including tokens and the initial use of stamp seals is 
ascribed to this period (Duistermaat 2011). 
 
 
Figure 2.2. A plan of Tell Sabi Abyad with the location of the burial area in operation III 
marked with a black circular line. 
 
Figure 2.3. A reconstruction of a section running from west to east in operation III 
showing the sequence of the mounds in the burial area. 
 
The graves in the cemetery are positioned at the most northeastern part of the 
mound (fig. 2.2.), forming a wide band in a NW-SE orientation (see map of the cemetery 
in appendix 4). The graves are spread out spatially, only occasionally found in close 
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proximity to each other. The dead were buried in unlined pits that were difficult to 
identify during the excavation, and although they could have been marked by perishable 
materials or small mounds in the past, no cover or such marking can be recognized today. 
Almost all burials were primary single inhumations (fig. 2.4.). 
It is estimated that practically all of the interments have been excavated for this 
cemetery. They form a rather complete assemblage of the people that were buried at this 
location at the site, but their numbers are too low to account for the entire population that 
lived at Tell Sabi Abyad during these periods. Even if a careful estimate of 30 people 
living at the site at each given moment in time is taken (Akkermans 2000, 47), it is clear 
that we are missing a large part of the population that lived at the site. If we consider the 
average age at death to be 30 (and it is actually lower according to statistical estimates of 
the buried population found), we could expect to retrieve the remains of some 300 
individuals for period B (that has a time span of 300 years). For the other periods the 
difference between the estimated and found buried population are even more extreme.  
 However, human remains were found elsewhere at the site (for a detailed report 
see Akkermans 2008). Their numbers are still too low to account for the missing 
population, but their retrieval from other areas in the site does suggest that not everyone 
was buried at the cemetery during period B. A concentration of graves found at operation 
I, at the southeastern part of the Tell, included 24 children and infants and only one adult 
male. The individuals in this concentration seem to have been buried similarly to the 
individuals that were buried at the cemetery in operation III, the graves included single 
primary inhumations and the individuals were generally lying on the side in a flexed 
position.  
 Another context containing human remains that is worth mentioning is the “burnt 
village”, the burnt remains of several buildings that included many small finds and the 
skeletal remains of a male and a female, both over 30 years of age. It has been suggested 
that the burning of this village, dated at around 6,000 BC, represents a “death, fire and 
abandonment” ritual. The bodies of the two individuals appear to have been laid on the 
roof of one of the buildings that was burnt down, accompanied by large oval clay objects 
of an unfamiliar type that were interpreted as ritual objects (Akkermans 2008, 627-8; 
Verhoeven 2000). Another burning event of an architectural feature that seems to have 
been intentional as well was found in operation II, at the northeastern mound, and dated at 
around 6,200-6,100 BC. A large building was burnt down completely with the exception 
of one room that contained a burial of an adult (Akkermans 2008, 628-9). 
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Figure 2.4. Burial BN09-2, one of the interments found at the Late Neolithic cemetery of 
Tell Sabi Abyad that is considered to reflect the norm (see section 5.5.).  
 
2.3. Mortuary evidence from other sites  
 
The mortuary evidence from other sites that have a similar chronological and spatial 
position is rather meager. Not many sites were excavated for the Late Neolithic in the 
Levant, and at those that were excavated rarely was a burial ground exposed. In general, 
few burials were found for this period and the patterns these portray are unlike those in 
previous periods. An examination of the mortuary evidence for the Pottery Neolithic in 
the Southern Levant by Gopher and Orelle lead them to propose the following summary 
of trends (Gopher and Orelle 1995): 
 
A. There appears to have been a continuation of on-site burial during the Pottery     
     Neolithic period. 
B. Burials are individual. 
C. Burial positions are varied. 
D. Skulls are intact in most cases. 
E. Skulls are not treated. 
F. Burial of young children and fetuses appears to be established behavior, some of them  
    in jars. 
G. Burial offerings are generally absent. 
 
The summary of general burial trends for the South Levantine Pottery Neolithic 
corresponds well to the situation in the Northern Levant, not only to the cemetery of Tell 
Sabi Abyad but also to the other Late Neolithic Syrian site including a cemetery: Tell el-
Kerkh. The Pottery Neolithic cemetery at this site included about 40 individuals of all 
ages that were buried outside the contemporary settlement area, while an earlier phase 
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had mainly children and infant burials that were related to architectural features. There 
were other similarities to the cemetery at Tell Sabi Abyad (see chapter 5): it consisted of 
mainly single primary inhumations, the dead were buried in a flexed position, frequently 
placed on the right side although almost as often on the left side, many females died in 
their 20s, a slight tendency was noted for a NW (northwest) orientation for females, and 
the amount of grave goods found is similar as well (Tsuneki 2010). 
Gopher and Orelle (1995) suggest that the change in burial trends from the Pre 
Pottery Neolithic to the Pottery Neolithic reflects an increased social complexity and the 
establishment of children’s place in society. This change, triggered according to them by 
a crisis in the previous period that lead to more local cultural diversification, is perhaps a 
reflection of the long and gradual social, cultural and economic process that eventually 
set the stage for the later development of the Halaf culture. 
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3. Unusual Burials in the Archaeological Record 
3.1. What do we mean by deviant? 
 
When an exotic custom fascinates us in spite of (or on account of) its 
apparent singularity, it is generally because it presents us with a 
distorted reflection of a familiar image, which we confusedly recognize 
as such without yet managing to identify it. (Lévi-Strauss 1966, 238) 
 
The terms deviant burial and unusual burial, as well as other similar terms such as 
atypical burial and ritual burial, are currently applied to varying cases of conspicuous 
burials (Balter 2010; Murphy 2008; Parker Pearson 1999). It is highly unlikely that the 
ancient population of Tell Sabi Abyad considered an untypical way of burying an 
individual as an ‘unusual burial’. In fact, they might not have seen it as “unusual” at all. 
Ethnographic studies suggest that specific individuals receive a certain treatment at death 
that is seen by the community as appropriate for them (Shay 1985; Ucko 1969). Ritual 
practices make sense within a specific social context, and we can not assume that our 
definitions and categories reflect past concepts. The following chapter will give an 
overview of the category deviant burial and its use in archaeology, and discuss its 
applicability in different cases and why the term unusual burial is preferred here. How do 
we define and identify an unusual burial? How are unusual burials dealt with in the 
archaeological record? How do terms influence the interpretation and categorization of 
interments? These and others questions will be discussed in this chapter. 
 
What is an unusual burial? 
 
In its most basic sense, a deviant or unusual burial is one that is an exception to the 
normal buried population. Although a huge variety of burial practices exists today and 
probably existed in the past as well, some burials stand out within a specific buried 
population. If these cases were found to represent intended differential treatment at death 
or burial they are often categorized as deviant, unusual, atypical or as ritual burials. Their 
recognition as such is usually done intuitively, and there is no set of rules that one can 
consult when dealing with deviant burials, just as there are many ways of dealing with the 
dead. Although the manner of identification depends on the case, Tsaliki proposes basic 
criteria that are applied to distinguish deviant burials (Tsaliki 2008, 2): 
• Primary and secondary burials in unusual places and/or positions when 
compared to the ordinary burial customs of the cultural group or of the time 
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period (e.g. skeletal remains in wells, pits or kilns, skeletons laid in a prone 
position). 
• Mass burials (inhumations and cremations), especially those without evidence 
or historical documentation for a crisis (e.g. epidemic, war, civil unrest) or 
those unique in the given burial ground. 
• Inhumations or cremations, in cemeteries or isolated, associated with 
indicators of unusual ritual activity (e.g. cut marks, unusual artifacts of 
possible symbolic or ritual use).  
• Cremations found in an inhumation site and vice-versa. 
• Skeletons with evidence that may be indicative of crime, torture or special  
mortuary ritual (e.g. victims of infanticide, senicide, human sacrifice, 
cannibalism).  
The criteria brought forward by Tsaliki do not cover the entire range of 
possibilities for an exceptional interment of an individual, but represent common 
deviations from the norm. They reflect widespread ideas in western culture studies of 
what should be considered as an unusual treatment, and who would be candidates for 
such a practice. These candidates are individuals that might have had a “bad status” in life 
or death: criminals, the sick and disabled, unfortunate individuals (for example mothers 
who died at childbirth), individuals that are considered to be spiritually missing or those 
that have committed suicide (Murphy 2008, xii). But unusual burials do not necessarily 
reflect a “bad status” in life or death. Human sacrifices, heroes, soldiers, shamans or 
individuals of high status might be buried in an unusual and even violent way as well 
despite their positive status (Tsaliki 2008, 4). It is important to emphasize that mortuary 
treatment is not a mirror image of life (Hodder 1982, 139; MacHugh 1999, 23), and 
unusual burials can present a distorted image of the original social situation. 
 
Why were some individuals treated differently at death? 
 
As the kinds of individuals that may receive an unusual burial vary, so does the reasoning 
behind their abnormal interment. The most popular reasoning attributed to unusual burial 
is necrophobia, a fear of the dead (MacHugh 1999, 20; Tsaliki 2008). A fear of the dead 
exists in virtually every society to a certain degree, and comes in many forms. The most 
well known example is probably a fear of vampires, and the caution taken by some in 
burying individuals during the early 1700s in Europe. In this period graves were opened 
and the dead – that were thought to have turned into vampires – were “killed” in different 
ways, the most common being driving a stake into the body. The process of decay of a 
corpse under certain conditions can explain the misconception of it being a vampire. This 
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confusion is shared by many pre-industrial societies that lack detailed knowledge of the 
processes that are related to death and the decay of the body, and many similar accounts 
of revenants can be found in folklore all over the world (Barber 1988). 
 But fear of the dead is not a universal motive behind unusual burials, in fact it is 
seen by many scholars as influencing burial practices as a whole and not in singular cases 
(see chapter 4). Why treat only certain members of society differently at death if all the 
dead are feared of? And if only specific individuals are feared of at death, than the motive 
leading to this fear is what needs to be addressed. 
This brings us to the next common approach for the interpretation of unusual 
burials: the assumption of a distinction in life or at death of the individuals treated 
differently. As has been mentioned above, the status of the deceased is often seen as 
influencing the interment. Another reason could be the cause, time or place of death of 
the individual (Murphy 2008; Tsaliki 2008, 2). Ethnographic sources confirm the notion 
of exclusion and differentiation of certain groups at death (Shay 1985; Tsaliki 2008, 2). 
According to Meyer-Orlac (1997) there are scales of values from positive through neutral 
to negative in both areas that influence the treatment and status of individuals (fig. 3.1.). 
Within this scheme, one explanation for an unusual burial is “sacer”, human sacrifice 
(Fries-Knoblach 1997, 101), or as some would have it – a “ritual burial”.  
        
Figure 3.1. A graph showing possible influences leading to unusual burial. The outer 
circle represents the status of an individual influencing his social identity due to 
circumstances during life, and the inner circle stands for circumstances that can 
influence an individual’s interment surrounding death (from Aspöck 2008, 10). 
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The aspects that determine deviancy of individuals are of course variable from 
one society to another – what is considered negative by one community could be seen as 
positive by another (Shay 1985). The terms deviant burial or unusual burial are applied 
to many varying cases and represent an array of individuals, societies, practices and 
worldviews. Each case is examined, and often more than one explanation or background 
is offered to explain the extraordinary pattern of interment at hand. 
 
Establishing the intentional deviancy of a burial 
 
The reason for an unusual interment is not the only aspect of deviant burials that is 
uncertain, to say the least. Even the mere identification of an unusual burial as such is a 
difficult task. There is no consensus among archaeologists regarding the degree and type 
of deviation needed to define a burial as unusual, neither is there an agreement on the 
amount of individuals demonstrating unusual features that can be considered as deviant 
within a population (Fries-Knoblach 1997, 101). The more rare the feature is, and the 
larger the discrepancy between it and features of “normal” burials, the easier it is to 
define it as deviant. A combination of unusual features strengthens the use of the term to 
describe a burial, and several elements have been proposed for examination and cross-
comparison in a similar way to Tsaliki’s design (after Fries-Knoblach 1997, 101): 
1. Locality of the grave (its position within features, spatial aspects) 
2. The construction of the grave (size, material, use of grave) 
3. Treatment of the deceased (evidence of treatment of the body, 
inhumation/cremation) 
4. Position of the body (posture, anatomical integrity of body parts) 
5. Physical attributes (aspects such as completeness of skeleton, signs of mechanical 
or physical manipulation, age, sex, injuries) 
6. Grave goods (type, amount, origin, treatment given to them) 
7. Disturbances (cultural and natural processes that affect the position and state of 
the burial) 
A combination of several unusual features will also make it easier to define the 
odd features as intentional. Strange burial positions, skeletal damage and other attributes 
of a burial can appear to be intentional yet might have been caused by accidents or 
taphonomic processes (Meyer-Orlac 1997). It is therefore important to rule out other 
explanations for an unusual feature by carefully examining the relevant evidence. The 
more unusual features there are and the less plausible other factors are in explaining them, 
the easier it is to define a deviant case. 
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Categorizing disparity 
 
All in all, this overview has failed to find clear guidelines and definitions that will apply 
to the essence of the general category unusual burial. The reason for this is not the lack of 
propositions or lists of attributes, but the nature of the category itself. It is used to 
describe a variety of cases with different backgrounds in historical and prehistoric periods 
of all areas. Yet the only thing all these cases have in common is that they are 
conspicuous, they draw attention and make the researcher wonder why they are different 
to other burials. Lists of possible features and attributes to be examined are simply not 
useful in this case, because the nature of the identification is intuitive. The category 
expresses difference, and difference is only measurable in relation to a context bound 
norm. At the basis of the recognition and description of unusual burials lies therefore the 
need to establish a deviancy from a related norm. However, the establishment of this 
deviancy is currently based on intuitive observation and evidence of intentional 
differentiation rather than on a systematic examination of the entire dataset. 
 We can thus define the category unusual burial as referring to interments that 
stand out within a buried population, and are substantially different to the other burials. 
The nature and degree of this distinction needs to be established and explored within a 
specific context, in relation to a norm. If not compared within a specific setting, their 
deviancy will not be significant as there will always be a variation between one society 
and another, one period and a previous one. 
 
3.2. Deviant burial – a useful term?  
 
Until now two terms were used to describe conspicuous interments, unusual burial and 
deviant burial. Although the term deviant burial  is currently very popular and is used in 
important publications on the subject (Balter 2010; Murphy 2008; Parker Pearson 1999), 
the term unusual burial is preferred here. The word deviant in this context carries a 
negative undertone as it has been applied for decades in order to distinguish cases that 
were interpreted as resulting from a negative status of the individual, for example in cases 
of a violent treatment such as decapitation or damage to the limbs. Due to the many 
negative interpretations of unusual burials, the category deviant burial became associated 
with a negative treatment at death. The use of the term to describe other kinds of 
divergent mortuary treatment, that do not necessarily include evidence of violent 
treatment, may thus influence their interpretation (Aspöck 2008, 17; Murphy 2008, xii-
xiii). Moreover, even when evidence of a violent treatment at death is found, it does not 
necessarily indicate a negative background of the burial. Ethnographic case studies have 
shown that not all violent treatment at death reflects a negative status. The murder of the 
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priestly kings described by Frazer (1922) is only one of many examples that show that in 
some cases it can even be related to a high status and signify a positive event. 
 Terms such as unusual burial and ritual burial are used as well in order to 
indicate divergent interments within a buried population, and are often used to imply 
deviancy in cases where the interpretation is less negative. The use of a variety of terms 
to indicate difference in treatment at death can create confusion and influence the 
interpretation of the burial at hand. How did we end up using the word deviant to describe 
atypical graves? Is there a more suitable term than deviant burial in order to describe a 
type of interment that can be placed in a separate category to the other burials at a site? 
 
The birth of a category 
 
The use of the word deviant to describe certain burials became popular during the 1970’s, 
with the wake of processual archaeology. Saxe was the first to develop the term as the 
‘deviant social persona’ concept. According to him, certain individuals in society loose 
the right to a normal burial and are treated in a different way. In accordance with the 
processual ideas at that time which considered the buried population to reflect the social 
identity of the deceased (Rakita 2005, 2-9), the social persona of the deviant individual 
was seen as a shallow and unappreciated one. Those aspects of the deceased which would 
normally determine his treatment at death such as age, sex or status did not influence it 
after being categorized as deviant. Saxe went on to state in his Hypothesis Seven that the 
“simpler a sociocultural system, the less divergence will be evident in the treatment of 
different kinds of deviant social personae and conversely” (Saxe 1970, 118). 
 Before this time, deviant burials were not always singled out from a buried 
population in archaeological investigations. Statements suggesting that the undertaker 
might have been drunk (Rolleston 1869, 477) or too lazy to excavate a proper grave 
(Leeds and Harden 1936, 30) reflect the doubt that existed in the beginning of the 20th 
century regarding the intentionality of unusual burials. Strange body positions were 
explained as resulting from different taphonomic causes, and even when the intentionality 
of the position was accepted the reasoning behind it did not amount to more than foreign 
rituals introduced from elsewhere (Childe 1947; Faull 1977). An exception was the work 
of Wilke (1933), in which he tried to demonstrate the intentionality of unusual burials and 
put forward fear of the dead as a reason for this divergent treatment of the dead.  
 In spite of Wilke’s early work it took a while before German-speaking 
archaeologists adopted the term Sonderbestattung from the field of palaeodemography, 
and only in the 1970s did it catch on (Aspöck 2008). Although the term started receiving 
more attention in archaeological mortuary studies around the same time deviant burial 
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did in Anglophone studies, the term does carry a different undertone. Sonderbestattung 
simply means a special or exceptional burial, and lacks the negative connotation that the 
term deviant burial carries. It is used to describe the same phenomenon but is a neutral 
term, and as such is more suited to be applied to a variety of cases. 
 
What’s in a name? 
 
In current studies, especially those related to post-processual approaches, the study of 
deviant burials concentrates on aspects of these interments that fit well in this paradigm 
such as individualism, agency and marginal social groups (Aspöck 2008, 27). However, 
the negative tone that the English term deviant burial caries limits the cases that can be 
truly interpreted as ‘deviant’ (see Aspöck 2008 and Murphy 2008 for a detailed 
overview). The term carries a more neutral connotation in statistical studies, simply 
implying deviation from a norm. However, as has been mentioned above, its use in 
archaeology was for many years associated with negative interpretations and therefore 
carries a negative connotation. Other groups of unusual interments do not fit in well with 
the category, and are sometimes included in the “deviant burials group” for lack of a 
better term (Aspöck 2008, 23).  
 Burials and cemeteries from historical periods fit better in the category deviant 
burial as they are often interpreted as portraying a negative and violent treatment at death, 
and they are more often described as deviant (Balter 2010). However, their designation as 
deviant can influence their interpretation, tilting the scale towards a more negative cause 
of unusual interment. It seems as though cases that are defined as deviant are interpreted 
more easily as negative treatment, while the term unusual burial is used in cases when the 
interpretation is less fixed on a negative cause and includes more options (Tsaliki 2008).  
 In prehistoric periods the term ritual burial is occasionally used, which can be as 
confusing (Barber et al. 1989). As burial is in itself a ritual, it would seem unnecessary to 
add the word ritual before it. One would either have a burial, in fact a ritual in which 
treating the dead would be central, or a ritual that has a different background and 
incorporates the dead. The boundary between the two is admittedly thin in some cases, 
but describing any of the two as a “ritual burial” would ignore the difference between 
them altogether.  
 An exceptional burial would be a more elegant solution in most, if not all cases. 
Similarly, unusual burial is as neutral, and like the German sonderbestattung can 
describe a variety of cases. It is more commonly used in early periods, and reflects a more 
unbiased approach towards the background of the act. It will therefore be preferred in this 
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study of the prehistoric cemetery of Tell Sabi Abyad, and will allow for a more neutral 
and inclusive study of a variety of unusual interments.  
 
3.3. How are deviant burials dealt with? 
 
The criteria for defining unusual burials mentioned in section 3.1. reveal a few things 
about the way in which unusual burials are recognized and dealt with. It is for example 
quite clear that there is a natural bias towards differentiating burials according to their 
most striking visible aspects. The location of the burial, strange body positions, visible 
damage to the skeleton and even number of individuals can all be used to indicate an 
unusual interment. Although it is clear why these criteria are used, we can not assume that 
their visibility goes hand in hand with a symbolic significance. What more, there were 
probably many significant and symbolic aspects of burials that are not identified because 
they were either perishable or not identifiable as such. Not all violent activity would be 
visible on the skeleton, and we have no evidence of differences in the ceremony. In 19th 
century England for example, suicide victims were not excluded from proper burial 
grounds, but they could only be buried between nine and twelve at night and did not 
receive religious rites (Tsaliki 2008, 7). 
 
Reading into the evidence 
 
The interpretation of a burial as unusual is thus regularly done in an intuitive way, when 
one or more attributes are recognized as different to the rest of the buried population. In 
the case of one burial in the Anglo-Saxon cemetery at Sewerby, the way in which the 
body lay in the grave and the rock placed on the individual’s pelvis made the excavators 
try and understand how the individual ended up in such a position (fig. 3.2., 3.3.). It is 
only natural that such an image will invoke ideas of certain scenarios, and to the 
excavators it appeared as if the individual was buried alive. The strange arrangement of 
the limbs, the prone position and the stone on the individual’s back all contributed to a 
certain impression of the burial. This impression made the researchers think of possible 
scenario’s to explain these attributes, and they offered an explanation that to them 
reflected the most logical scenario.  
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Figure 3.2. The burial at Sewerby during excavation (Hirst 1985, plate 2b). 
 
Figure 3.3. A reconstruction of the burial at Sewerby by David A. Walsh (Hirst 1985, 
frontpiece). 
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The position of the body in the grave at Sewerby is indeed quite unusual, but does 
it provide sufficient evidence for such a conclusion? Was the stone really placed there in 
order to prevent the living individual from getting up? Accounts of covering dead bodies 
with stones in order to prevent revenants from coming back, for example, are more 
common than examples of living individuals covered by them (Tsaliki 2008, 3, 8). The 
interpretation of this grave is entirely intuitive, and fails to examine other explanations for 
the pattern at hand (including taphonomic ones). Moreover, we can not assume that the 
symbolism of a specific act (such as the placement of the stone) in such a different 
cultural context to our own can be so readily understood. 
Prone burials often invoke images of violent treatment, fear of the dead or a bad 
status of the buried individual. In historical periods they are often related to criminals 
(Balter 2010), and this burial position is rarely associated with standard burial rites. Their 
interpretation was in the past occasionally based on anthropological insights, relating the 
act of turning the corpse face-down to either trying to prevent the soul from leaving the 
body (the soul is thought to exit through the mouth in some cultures) or to protect the 
living from the ‘evil eye’ (Kovrig 1963, 86-102; Wilke 1933, 457). In prehistoric periods 
the interpretation of such an interment is more difficult to discern, and although a simple 
interpretation as criminals will not suffice they are still often seen as reflecting a bad 
status. Prone burials are thus repeatedly associated with a negative treatment at death, and 
are noticeable features of interment. 
 Another common aspect used for the identification of unusual burials is damage 
to the skeletal remains. Fractures, cut marks and other signs of trauma and violent 
treatment are easily picked up by a physical anthropologist studying the skeletal remains. 
In some cases these physical attributes are correlated to an unusual body position, but this 
is not always so. Certain skeletal attributes will be more visible and intentional than 
others, the nature of fractures is for example less clear than an intentional blow by a sharp 
object (Charlier 2008, 58). It is generally easier to recognize an intentional violent 
treatment than to understand its symbolic significance (as the example presented in the 
introduction chapter, taken from Lorkiewicz 2010, demonstrates), but an examination of 
additional features of the burial can help with the interpretation (Charlier 2008). Violent 
treatment seen on the skeletal remains can be related to a variety of causes and types of 
identities, and the explanations given to them vary in accordance. Skeletal remains are 
also examined in order to try and find a motive for unusual treatment at death such as 
signs of disease or other physical anomalies that will differentiate an individual in life. 
However, these are not found in the majority of cases (Aspöck 2008, 28). 
In some cases, such as the Early Neolithic deposition of human remains at the 
Yorkshire Dales studied by Leach (2008), the pattern does not necessarily represent 
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anything out of the ordinary. Leach suggests that the depositions of cranial and secondary 
skeletal remains in caves and rock shelters reflects a group of individuals being treated 
differently to the rest of society. However, we have no information regarding the 
mortuary treatment of the rest of the population, and can the mortuary treatment of an 
entire group (the only one known) really be described as an “odd one out”? The cases she 
describes do not sound very different to the secondary burial practices shared by many 
cultures (Metcalf and Huntington 1991), and do not necessarily represent a deviant group 
at all. We should be careful when describing treatment of the dead as deviant or “ritual” 
in early periods, when not enough information is at hand. The large amount of 
ethnographic examples of mortuary treatment suggests that what would be seen in 
modern western eyes as unusual, or ritual, or violent, could be considered by others as 
normal and respectful, and the right way of treating the dead (Metcalf and Huntington 
1991). Death rites are context bound, and make sense within a specific social framework. 
The word unusual or deviant should only be used in cases that represent a minority of the 
population, when compared to a norm. However, these terms are often used to describe 
cases that are actually normal within their contextual setting but seem conspicuous and 
exotic to western eyes (Aspöck 2008, 23). 
 
Unusual burials in archaeology – a tricky issue 
 
Whether dealing with strange body positions, intriguing locations, violent treatment at 
death or other aspects of unusual interment it is always difficult to discern the symbolic 
meaning behind the act. And the further away in time the case is, the more difficult it is. 
Historical and anthropological information is often used through comparison (Tsaliki 
2008), although this is not always possible and will always remain doubtful. Speculations 
will always be presented by the scholars studying the unusual features, but they are 
unfortunately rarely based on more than intuition. The strong symbolic nature of unusual 
burials is context bound and variable. This makes it difficult to relate the pattern seen in a 
specific grave to its original symbolic context and retrieve the meaning behind the 
differentiation at death of an individual. 
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3.4. Discussion 
 
In the absence of specific substantiating instances there could no more 
be a general ritual form than there could be a general mammalian form 
in the absence of camels, woodchucks, sperm whales, or other species 
that realize or embody the set of features that together distinguish the 
class mammalian from, let us say, reptiles and birds. (Rappaport 1999, 
29) 
 
The quotation above could be easily applied to unusual burial if one replaces the world 
ritual with it. It illustrates that the category unusual burial depends on its embodiment in 
the varying cases it is comprised of. There is no general unusual burial form, but there 
are case-specific features that distinguish certain burials from the rest of the buried 
population. In a similar way to mammals, they are all unique but share a certain 
underlying aspect – in our case their conspicuous nature. The category, as any existing 
category, does not have clear boundaries but remains vague at its edges (Van Deemter 
2010). It is the archaeologist’s task to work with this vagueness, rather than ignoring it. 
As the examples in this chapter reveal, the identification, description and 
interpretation of unusual burials is very variable. Although this is not surprising, as after 
all the variety of cultures, periods and rituals is enormous, it does make it difficult to look 
at the subject in general. It is important to note that not all cases described as unusual or 
deviant burials are in fact burials but could be other kinds of rituals, or even represent a 
non-ritual disposal of a body (Charlier 2008). Human remains could be used in a ritual 
that has a different aim than parting from the deceased. Human sacrifice, for example, 
could leave a deposition of human remains without it having the same gist that burial has 
(parting from an individual and bringing him to rest). This might be part of the problem, 
as burials and rituals with a different background are sometimes very difficult to 
distinguish. But defining these cases as “ritual burials” takes us only far away from home, 
as the term ignores the difference between burials and other types of ritual. By 
acknowledging this disparity we can start working on identifying each case of unusual 
burial as one or the other. 
 Another issue that comes forth in this review of the literature is the emphasis on 
the exclusion of the individual. It is only natural that some emphasis will be placed on 
what makes the burial different to the norm, as after all we are discussing abnormal cases. 
But sometimes it is easy to forget that unusual death rites are death rites as well, and are 
part of the normal mortuary practices of a society. They are not external to it, and do not 
exist in isolation. By viewing them as part of normal ritual life it might actually be easier 
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to interpret them and understand their place within the customs of the social context they 
come from. This thesis will attempt to demonstrate this last point. 
 Understanding what makes certain cases different from others does not stop at 
understanding the categories used to describe them. To take it even further, it would be 
important to know what makes the “normal” burials coherent, or not very divergent from 
each other. In other words, in order to understand unusual burial we first need to 
understand usual burial. Therefore, in the next section anthropological attitudes towards 
death, burial and ritual will be explored in order to try and get a basic understanding of 
this very complex human behavior. Anthropological approaches will be consulted as they 
have access to a more complete dataset, including the actual ceremony archaeologists do 
not have access to. In order to understand what happened at the Late Neolithic cemetery 
of Tell Sabi Abyad we need to relate it to a general context of human burial practices. 
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4. Burial and Ritual in Anthropology 
4.1. Why look at anthropology? 
 
We may say that structuralism provides for a possibility of viewing human 
experience of death as the core of a language, of a universal code. This is a far 
cry from previous fixations on exotic customs. Yet there remains a legitimate 
and fruitful concern in the anthropological tradition – the search for the 
specific message, the “what” that may be expressed in the language of death. 
(Fabian 1973, 56) 
 
As opposed to archaeology, anthropology has the advantage of being able to directly 
observe those aspects of death and burial that never survive in the material record, i.e., 
ceremonies and behavior surrounding the death, explanations given to these, and even the 
process of dying itself. Anthropologists have direct access to folklore, religion and often 
already know the structure of the society at hand. To archaeologists, the excavated graves 
and skeletons represent more than anything else the past population. They are in a sense 
the closest you can get to knowing who lived at the site, and are for some more tangible 
than the material remains they left behind. Moreover, graves are seen as one of the few 
cases when a kind of time capsule is preserved, and do not suffer as much as other 
contexts from abandonment processes since they are not exposed on the surface. The 
anthropologist on the other hand already knows the population in person and burial is one 
of many aspects of society to be studied. Whereas a burial is the closest the archaeologist 
can get to an individual, it makes a member of society inaccessible to the anthropologist 
and is the end of their acquaintance. 
 These differences may seem to make it difficult to benefit from anthropological 
case studies and insights, as they include a richer and different dataset. But because 
anthropologists have access to those aspects that are missing in the archaeological record, 
it is important for archaeologists to understand what kinds of processes lead to its creation 
and what parts of the burial we might be missing. Even more importantly, the direct 
access anthropologists have to human behavior, including its meaning and background, 
allows them to develop concepts and insights that can be useful when trying to 
understand phenomena of human behavior. And so although the contextual-cultural 
meaning can not be realized through comparison for prehistoric periods, certain aspects of 
behavior could potentially be better understood by consulting anthropological literature. 
In the previous chapter we have seen that unusual burials are approached by 
trying to understand the motive, background or symbolic meaning behind the 
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differentiation of the individual at death. In this chapter a different approach will be 
sought after, one that will consider unusual burials as part of the normative death rites at a 
site rather than an external event. Anthropological approaches regarding death, burial and 
ritual will be reviewed in order to gain insights about human death rites, allowing to view 
unusual burials from the context of mortuary behavior at the site and to differentiate 
between them and other kinds of rituals and interments. Ritual will also be explored, and 
not only because burial is a ritual. As some of the unusual burials identified might not be 
death rites but other rituals, it is important to consider ritual in general as well.  
 
4.2. Death explained – conceptualizations of death in anthropology 
 
… on the whole there does commonly seem to be a contrast between a 
relatively patent and apprehensible conception of life and a more obscure and 
perplexing conception of death. One reason for this readily suggests itself. We 
have our being in a life that we know; we are struck down into a death that we 
can only surmise. (Needham 1970: xxxv) 
 
One thing that seems to be shared by most archaeologists and anthropologists is an 
interest in the way in which other societies deal with death. It is also not surprising that 
anthropology’s interest in death started with ethnographic studies of uncommon causes of 
death or striking death rites (Robben 2004, 1). But the interest in the unusual leads to a 
comparison with, and eventually an interest in the usual. Why do we bury our dead? Why 
do we do this in a symbolic way? These questions have a somewhat philosophical nature, 
and can not be answered by mere observation. However, leading notions about death and 
burial in cultural anthropology were formulated in relation to models that were 
established through observation. 
 
The need for closure 
 
Many approaches, conceptualizations and models in anthropology try to understand the 
psychological and communal need for a specific way of dealing with death as a kind of a 
psychological survival mechanism. Malinowski suggests that death, in threatening the 
cohesion and solidarity of the group, sets in motion a self-preservation instinct that is 
necessary for the organization of society (Malinowski 2004, 22). Others suppose that the 
realization of one’s mortality would make it necessary to cope with the idea so that life 
can go on. The fear of death would otherwise take over the life of the individual, and 
eventually paralyze a community (Lifton and Olson 1974).  
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The anxiety in the face of the certainty of death and a desire to live on is the 
motive often given to beliefs in reincarnation, the afterlife and ancestor cults (Metcalf and 
Huntington 1991). It is also necessary for understanding Van Gennep’s rite de passage; 
an individual does not end its existence but is transformed into something else, enters a 
different world (Van Gennep 1960). This makes it possible to part from the deceased. 
Van Gennep’s tripartite structure and the related state of liminality are still mentioned 
today in every occasion death rituals are discussed. According to his approach, the 
individual goes through three stages during the mortuary ritual; from being a living 
member of society, through a liminal state, to entering a different state after death. At 
every transition from one step to another an old self perishes while a new one is born. 
Death and birth have a strong symbolic significance in all rites of passage, and the place 
of the individual in society is constantly being affirmed during life and in death. The 
liminal or transitional phase of the mortuary rite of passage is seen as the theme of a 
journey the dying individual takes. Certain aspects of this journey are popular around the 
globe, such as water journeys and afterworlds in the form of islands (Metcalf and 
Huntington 1991, 29-33). 
 
Negotiating the role of the individual in society 
 
In this social sense, death changes an individual in many ways, it gives the individual a 
new role and a different character. Often the individual and his corpse become an object 
of horror and fear. But why is the corpse feared in most, if not all societies? The 
seemingly obvious idea that would come to mind is the process of decay. However, the 
reactions to this differ among societies and in some cases even depend on the cause of 
death. Rather, Metcalf and Huntington claim that the corpse is feared for social reasons – 
the fear of harm by a soul that remains behind until the death rite is complete. It is not the 
body itself then, but the soul of the deceased that is feared according to them (Metcalf and 
Huntington 1991, 80-1, 93). Malinowski adds to this, emphasizing a complex range of 
emotions and reactions aroused by death. On the one hand the body and the ghost are 
feared, but on the other hand there is love for the deceased, pain and anger (Malinowski 
2004, 19).  
Societies and social institutions, when trusted by members of community, can 
help individuals deal with their fear of death by generating shared images of continuity 
beyond individual life. The ability to live with death is strengthened by social forms that 
are both available in the community and made available by one’s own life (Lifton and 
Olson 1974). This new social role the individual received, in turn also requires a 
reorganization of society (Metcalf and Huntington 1991, 82). Death, and the reactions it 
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evokes in individuals and a community, is dealt with socially through rituals and social 
institutions. 
 
Burial as a means of preventing social instability 
 
To conclude, the approaches described above consider reactions to the death of an 
individual as ways to deal with a social fear of death and the instability imposed on the 
group by it. The individual remains at death an actor in a cultural system set in motion by 
this circumstance of loss, placing the individual in a new social place and enabling the 
reorganization of society. The prominent role death rites have in virtually every human 
community is seen as a vital element of social life. As Geertz would have it and many 
would agree, a cultural reaction to death “is sociologically interesting not because, as 
vulgar positivism would have it …, it describes the social order (which, insofar as it does, 
it does not only very obliquely but very incompletely), but because … it shapes it”. 
(Geertz 1966, 35). 
 
4.3. Death rites – a glimpse into the variety seen in anthropological fieldwork 
 
Lévi-Strauss was right: the anthropology of death is a form of dying, or of 
conquering death – which, in the end, may be the same. (Fabian 1973, 59) 
 
Individuals react to and cope with death through the mortuary rituals that are customary 
within their society. Many social aspects are negotiated through the ceremonies 
surrounding death, and fundamental social and cultural issues are expressed in burial. 
Anthropological accounts of dealing with death reveal a vast variety of reactions to it and 
dealings with it (Metcalf and Huntington 1991, 24-5). It is clear that these rituals differ 
from one society to another, but does this mean that they are completely arbitrary? Over 
the years anthropologists tried to put their finger on what makes funerary rites so diverse, 
and what brings them together under one category. Death is universal, and so is dealing 
with it. But why are death rites so universal on the one hand, and so variable on the other?  
 
Death rites as universal yet diverse 
 
Interpretations of ideas and practices that are shared among different cultures and the 
degree to which they are applicable to every society is a subject of debate that is clearly 
reflected in the study of death in anthropology. Anthropological interpretations of rituals 
either expose the social mechanism behind context-bound practices or propose universal 
truths about ritual that are true in every society. Metcalf and Huntington compare, as an 
 39 
illustration of the two kinds of anthropological interpretation, the development of Van 
Gennep’s rite de passage by Turner to a universal description of ritual and Hertz’s focus 
on one type of death rite within a specific social context. Victor Turner expanded Van 
Gennep’s category of rites de passage, that was originally intended to be a subclass of 
rituals, to such an extent that it became difficult to describe a ritual that does not fall 
under the category. On the other hand, Hertz’s study of death rites in Indonesia focused 
on one specific type of ritual, secondary death rites (Metcalf and Huntington 1991, 10-1). 
Both reveal something about the dynamics of mortuary ritual, but they do it by using 
different focal points. Nevertheless, Metcalf and Huntington continue to demonstrate, 
even Hertz’s account of one type of ritual lead him to propose universal truths in the end.  
Anthropology is torn between a focus on cultural variation and the singling out of 
universal principles of human behavior, the later being constantly endangered due to 
unforeseen contradicting cases (Robben 2004, 12-3). But this is perhaps not at all 
surprising. As Metcalf and Huntington argue, there is no black and white in this sense, 
and there are many kinds of “universals”. The variety of death rites and their parallelism 
show us that every case is different, yet is comparable in certain aspects to others 
(Metcalf and Huntington 1991, 63). A more mosaic-like view of traditions and behaviors 
can allow for a more dynamic and realistic description of specific communities and 
culture in general. 
 
Rather than universals – a mosaic of nuances in reoccurring aspects 
 
So can we speak no longer of generalities and universals? Metcalf and Huntington 
identify varying degrees of universally shared notions of mortuary treatment. According 
to them, some have a large but local coverage while others appear sporadically across the 
globe (Metcalf and Huntington 1991, 63). They suggest that certain aspects of funerals 
seem to accompany them generally, such as color symbolism, changing the hair or 
clothes of the mourners, having either noise or silence. However, although these aspects 
generally accompany death rites, they are used differently. The variety exists in both the 
way the aspect is expressed (for example which color is chosen to symbolize death) and 
in the meaning of the act. Two societies might have the same color used for funerals but it 
could have a different meaning for each, or different colors could be used that carry the 
same meaning. Certain colors, themes, meanings and specifics will be more popular than 
others, but the variety also exists within the combinations. This makes the death rites of 
each society special, yet certain underlying principles often reoccur (Metcalf and 
Huntington 1991, 62-75).  
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All of these aspects are seen as symbolic representations. But what do they stand 
for? Multiple meanings and associations exist for the symbolic acts that take place during 
a funeral, and none seem more principal than others. The multiplicity of symbolic acts 
and meanings blend into a vague and indeterminate yet powerful ceremony, which is in 
fact very appropriate for an act dealing with something of a vague and powerful nature – 
death (Metcalf and Huntington 1991, 67-8).  
We have seen that death rites are universally found, yet that they have many  
culture-specific representations. The mosaic-like view that Metcalf and Huntington 
present, described above, is a good way to approach mortuary practices. They believe that 
certain aspects come forth in almost every case through different manifestations. The 
specific context-bound expressions of death rites are sometimes explained as resulting 
from differences in more general and religious ideas about life and death, related to 
specific cultures and social institutions (Metcalf and Huntington 1991, 20-3). Although 
this is probably true to a certain extent, it does not explain the aspects that constantly 
return in death rites all over the globe. It also does not take into consideration the 
influence death rites have on these institutions. In the next section the relationship 
between ritual practices, religious ideas and social circumstances will be reflected upon in 
order to try and reach an understanding about the universality and variety of death rites 
described above.  
 
4.4. Death, ritual and religion 
 
Every attempt to get at the meaning of life must inevitably face the question 
of death. (Thielecke 1970) 
 
Death does not stand alone as a separate category in the lives of humans. Although it may 
be related to many things in different societies, the most familiar links seem to be ritual 
and religion. Treatment at death is performed through ritual, and in many cases goes hand 
in hand with notions of death that are expressed in religion. But in order to understand 
what death rites are, we need to understand not only what death is to people, but also 
what ritual is. The following sections will therefore try and place burial in a broader 
category of ritual, what will hopefully also lead to a better understanding and situation of 
unusual burial within this broader scheme.  
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Ritual’s social role  
 
Ritual is often seen as a social means to relate to and cope with biological phases of life. 
Birth, maturity and death are biological aspects of humans that are made social by ritual, 
and often receive a symbolic social meaning. Some even speak of a tension between the 
physical human organism and the social collectivity it is a part of. This tension is 
regulated according to some and negotiated according to others through ritual (Bell 1992, 
Metcalf and Huntington 1991, 6). The fear of death is not merely a biological one, but it 
is also a fear of social death. Some even see mortuary rituals as a resistance to accepting a 
biological death and a desire to prolong the depart from the deceased (Robben 2004, 4-9). 
To others biological death is not a state of being, but a complex symbol that varies in 
meaning among different individuals and cultures (Becker 1973, 27). Death is thus given 
a strong symbolic meaning and is negotiated in the social arena. This makes it more than 
simply a biological process, and prolongs death itself. 
  Death is not only negotiated through mortuary rituals, but is also an important 
aspect of life that is dealt with in religion. Freud saw religion as the most grand of 
humanity’s illusions, and the spiritual comfort provided by it as a false support only 
necessary for those who never reached a state of independence. They could not face the 
hard realities of life such as death, and clang onto alternative hopes of immortality. In a 
similar way, Carl Jung observed the positive influence of belief on people close to death, 
that eased the fear of it. Jung, unlike Freud, viewed religion as a positive influence on 
people allowing them to function and necessary for a healthy life. The dominant role of a 
belief in the afterlife, he thought, was consistent with the timelessness of the unconscious 
(Lifton and Olson 1974, 71-5). 
But if religion and ritual are a way to deal with the realities of life, could their 
expression be dependent on external circumstances as well? According to Wilson (1996, 
13-5) there is a relation between the character of the spirituality of a community and the 
amount of suitability between religious institutions on the one hand and periods of 
difficulty and peacefulness societies undergo on the other. Religious institutions may 
intensify under extreme conditions, and ritualized behavior becomes more intensively 
practiced and experienced. Wilson thus sees ritual and religion as strongly related to 
problematic and pathological cultural experiences, but fails to illuminate further on the 
why and how. Nevertheless, the implications of his ideas are clear; ritual and religion 
play a vital role in society. A role so important according to him, that it holds a 
community together in extreme times. 
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The two faces of ritual 
 
Rappaport (1999) would probably agree with the emphasis Wilson places on the 
importance of the role that ritual and religion play in the wellbeing of a community. He 
places ritual and religion in a direct link to the evolution of humanity, which he carefully 
distinguishes from the evolution of the human species. Rappaport sees humanity as those 
aspects that differentiate humans from other animals. He relates ritual to language, 
considering language not only as permitting but as requiring the kind of thoughts that lead 
to ritual and religion. The linguistic capacity of humans, seen by him as central to human 
adaptation, makes it possible to give birth to concepts such as god, heaven and hell. Every 
human society develops a unique culture, constructing its own world in terms of their 
experience. However, the adaptation does not mean that all that comes out of it is 
beneficial for humans or human societies. He states that group selection is only possible 
when individuals separate their conceptions of well-being or advantage from biological 
survival (Rappaport 1999, 9). The transformation from organic to cultural-organic is thus 
strongly selected for, but every advance brings with it new problems.  
Ritual and religion might have an adaptive significance, but this significance is 
either not visible or dependent on the meaning attached to it. Rappaport seeks to find the 
general, universal mechanism behind ritual and religion and in order to do so he must 
separate it from the meaning it carries in specific contexts. He establishes a division 
between the form and the substance of a ritual, considering the form and its intrinsic 
meta-messages as universal in contrast to the contents that show endless variability. He 
compares ritual’s form and contents to sentence forms and their statements; they are 
inseparable in practice yet conceptually distinguishable. The ritual form is not a neutral 
medium, rather it shapes the message and adds to the contents. Certain meanings and 
things can best or only be expressed through ritual, the form is thus not an option but a 
necessary means. Moreover, he sees no problem in a ritual having a meaningless 
message: “nothing can be a cause in communication – just as zero is different from one” 
(Rappaport 1999, 109). In other words, performing the ritual is as important, and perhaps 
even more important, than the meaning expressed in it. This idea suits Metcalf and 
Huntington’s description of the vagueness of death rites, that does not reduce their power 
or make them less compelling (see previous section). 
The approach carried forward by Rappaport is different to the explanations of 
burial, ritual and religion that were presented in this chapter up to this point in that he 
concentrates on an adaptive necessity for ritual and religious behavior, and more 
importantly separates between the form and contents of a ritual. Rappaport, by dividing 
between ritual form and contents, is the only one who gives an explanation to the 
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dichotomy presented in the previous section, that of the universality versus the variety of 
death rites. Perhaps this is what Fabian (1973, 59) means when he states that: “there 
simply is no way of getting directly at “the others”. Anthropologists and other analysts of 
modern reactions to death must find or construct a meta-level of interpretation if they are 
to share their findings”. 
 
4.5. What does burial have to do with obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD)?  
 
The dominant approaches to the study of death in anthropology relate it to a 
psychological and social survival mechanism, either of the individual or the community. 
It is necessary to deal with deceased persons in a specific way so that life can go on, and 
social relationships are negotiated and reestablished through the death ritual. In the past 
few decades a new approach is unfolding in biological anthropology, that suggests that 
ritual behavior is not necessarily in itself a survival mechanism, but is indirectly linked to 
a biological one. This neurological based explanation, offered by Pascal Boyer and 
others, does not relate purely to dealing with death as much as to performing rituals and 
to spiritual beliefs in general (Boyer and Liénard 2006). This new approach can 
potentially add to the way we look at ritual, death and religion, ultimately three aspects of 
society that are culturally intertwined and have a lot to do with unusual burials. Boyer and 
Liénard’s model is one way of addressing the form, rather than the contents, of ritual. 
 
Boyer and Liénard’s model 
 
Boyer and Liénard suggest that ritualized behavior, which they recognize by its 
stereotypic nature, rigidity, repetition, and apparent lack of rational motivation, is 
activated by a neural system. This neurological mechanism, named by Boyer and Liénard 
the Hazard Precaution System, has evolved to detect and react to indirect threats to 
fitness. It is distinct from fear-systems that respond to evident danger, and has a repertoire 
of potential and species-specific precautions. Once an indirect threat has been detected, a 
ritual will be performed by the individual that will lead to relief. In pathological cases of 
OCD (an anxiety disorder characterized by repetitive behavior and intrusive thoughts) 
this relief will only lead to a need to perform more rituals, whereas normal individuals 
feel obliged to repeat the ritual to a lesser degree. A normal activation of this system 
explains according to them ritual behavior in healthy individuals, and cultural mimicry of 
this system makes cultural rituals compelling (Boyer and Liénard 2006). 
What Boyer and Liénard often emphasize, is that this model does not come to 
explain cultural rituals but ritualized behavior, or ritualization. According to them, the 
Hazard-Precaution System is a motivational system geared to the detection of and 
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reaction to potential threats to fitness. It includes a repertoire of clues for potential danger 
and of species-specific precautions. Another system, which they call “Action Parsing”, is 
responsible for dividing the individual’s behavior flow into meaningful units. It is the 
interaction between these two systems that creates ritualized action. Boyer and Liénard 
avoid a definition of ritual as they concentrate on the action itself, but they do name the 
similarities that bring ritualized behavior under one category. These shared aspects of 
behavior are according to them: 
1. Compulsion: an emotional drive to perform the action that is associated with an anxiety 
at the thought of not performing it and relief after performance. 
2. Rigidity: the feeling that a ritual should be performed in precise the way it was 
performed before. 
3. Goal-demotion: a manner of performance that is unrelated to observable goals, for 
example touching an object with no attempt to move it or use it. 
4. Internal repetition and redundancy: repeated enactments of an action or gesture, or the 
performance of a sequence multiple times.  
5. A restricted range of themes: a limited repertoire of themes that are the focus of rituals, 
such as pollution and purification, danger and protection, specific colors or numbers. 
 In their model Boyer and Liénard try to explain why these specific themes are so 
dominant, why the actions in a ritual are performed in such a way, and why ritual 
provides relief yet will eventually strengthen obsessions. They use information about 
neurological and psychological processes and conditions in order to answer these 
questions, as well as earlier studies of different kinds of rituals. They suggest that cultural 
rituals are fueled by the Hazard Detection and Precaution Systems described above, rather 
than by humans having developed a capacity of ritual. Ritual is to them a neurological 
response to a set of stimuli that individuals or communities are exposed to, influenced by 
a variety of conditions. The Hazard Precaution system can be triggered even without a 
genuine cause, in the same way that a frog snaps at any small objects whizzing by its 
visual field. Ritual thus “captures” the system, even though the ritual itself does not 
necessarily reflect a genuine indirect danger, and this is why it is so compelling and 
attention grabbing. In other words, cultural rituals capture the Hazard Precaution system 
of the individual by mimicry, it hooks on to a system of ritualization that already exists in 
the human brain. This does not mean that there is no indirect danger that triggers rituals, 
or that they do not carry a meaning. In many cases, actual indirect cultural danger does 
activate and stimulate a ritual response. Boyer and Liénard name a few examples such as 
famine, illness, invisible pollution, menstruating women, and also dead bodies. Ritualized 
behavior provides according to them relief and is a reaction to these and other stimuli. 
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Dulaney and Fiske’s study 
 
The model Boyer and Liénard present did not appear suddenly, but gradually developed 
from observations about rituals and human behavior and studies about the cognitive 
background of these. The first to clearly propose a neural background for cultural rituals 
were Dulaney and Fiske (1994), based upon the strong resemblance between aspects of 
OCD and cultural rituals. They first note the symptoms that were reported for OCD 
patients: concern with inanimate (for example household) items, procedures for cleaning 
these objects, concern with dirt and other kinds of pollution and impurities, actions to 
remove contact with contaminants, concern or disgust with bodily wastes, frequently 
repeated washing or grooming, touching in order to touch, fear of harming others or self, 
measures to prevent this kind of harm, fear that something terrible will happen, checking 
and rechecking to make sure of something, forbidden or aggressive thoughts and 
impulses, having violent or horrific images, fear of acting out obscene or criminal 
impulses, a need to count to a specific number before being able to perform an action, 
concern with lucky or unlucky numbers, concern with numbers that carry a special 
meaning, concern with colors that have a special significance, ordering things so that they 
are in their proper place, arranging people or things in a precise spatial configuration, 
attention to a threshold or entrance, repeating actions, stereotyped hoarding or collecting 
actions, scrupulosity (extreme rigid and literal interpretation of religious doctrine), 
intrusive nonsense sounds (Dulaney and Fiske 1994, 249-50). 
The features in this long list are shared to a certain degree by everyone, but it is 
the extreme preoccupation that OCD patients have with some of these features that cause 
a disruption of their lives. Dulaney and Fiske had a feeling that many of the OCD features 
and feelings were expressed in rituals because of the psychological impact these notions 
generally have on humans. This psychological impact is so great because everyone is 
concerned with these issues to a certain extent, and a study of detailed ethnographies 
revealed that cultural rituals are composed of actions and thoughts that are 
morphologically similar to OCD symptoms. 
In order to test these observations Dulaney and Fiske compared the amount of 
OCD features found in ethnographic descriptions of ritual and the amount of the same 
features found in ethnographic descriptions of work. This was done in order to make sure 
that these features were not simply part of any human domain, but specifically related to 
ritual. They found that there were four times more OCD features in ritual segments than 
in work segments, there was a mean number of 5.45 features for ritual and 1.20 for work 
activities (fig.4.1.). A t-test showed the results to be highly significant: t(19) = 3.58; p = 
.002. A similar result was obtained for the amount of units in both segments that have at 
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least one OCD feature, a significantly higher amount of ritual units contained an OCD 
feature than work units. Moreover, certain features had a higher frequency in rituals than 
in work activities. Fear that something terrible will happen or of causing harm to 
themselves or other people, measures to prevent that harm, concern or disgust with bodily 
wastes, importance of thresholds or entrances and a special significance to colors are all 
features that are rare in work situations while common in ritual ones. There are also more 
repetitive actions in ritual than in work. The overall picture seems to indicate a 
significantly higher amount of OCD features in cultural rituals, with an emphasis on 
certain traits that do not occur in a work environment at all (Dulaney and Fiske 1994, 
264-6).  
This having been said, Dulaney and Fiske do see an important difference between 
OCD and cultural rituals; the first causes a disruption of life and the second are 
meaningful, legitimate and necessary. In that sense they do not propose anything that 
different to what cultural anthropologists have been suggesting until now, only they see a 
common neurological ground to both phenomena. They do not consider this common 
psychological mechanism to be a universal ritual structure, but rather a set of features that 
ritual is constructed of. They give as an example their article that is made out of merely 
26 letters and a few symbols, and yet has contents that are completely unpredictable. In 
the same way, cultural rituals are seen as deriving from the culture-specific 
manifestations of this apparently universal set of elements (Dulaney and Fiske 1994). 
 
Figure 4.1. Frequency of OCD-like features in ritual and in work in 20 cultures (Dulaney 
and Fiske 1994, 264). 
 
One could argue that the use of ethnographic reports by Dulaney and Fiske may 
be problematic, as perhaps the descriptions of the ritual and work activities are biased by 
the focus of the researcher, and that this could have influenced the results. However, their 
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analysis does point towards a new direction of examination of human behavior in general 
and of rituals specifically, and this new line of thought was soon picked up by other 
scholars. The idea that humans have a species-specific concern with certain issues that 
come up during important social moments does fit in well with anthropological data from 
observations and is therefore convincing. Cultural anthropologists speak about the same 
tension relieving and affirming role rituals have in society. 
 
A focus on the behavioral aspect of ritual 
 
Now Boyer and Liénard’s model seems to be more than a cry in the dark. If one agrees 
with the models presented above even partly, it seems that cultural rituals might fulfill 
more than a need that is related to meaning in people and communities, they might be a 
calming and reaffirming mechanism. Communal rituals might be an extension of 
individual rituals, that have perhaps developed as a reaction to indirect danger. If this is 
true, it may explain why according to Wilson ritual and religious acts are more dominant 
during difficult periods (Wilson 1996). It can also explain their universality and their 
importance and bonding effect, and the reoccurring aspects discussed by Metcalf and 
Huntington (1991, 62-4). Although the meaning given to rituals is important when 
considering them within the context of a society, it is their structure that is vital to 
understand in order to explore more general trends, as Rappaport (1999) claims.  
 
4.6. Discussion 
 
When discussing burial, ritual and spirituality we see a scale of explanations moving 
between two extremes – explanations that are cultural, and explanation that are based on 
biological aspects. The explanations from the cultural point of view state that rituals 
(including burial) are cultural ways of coping with, even controlling, biological processes 
and moments in life. Ritual is seen as a cultural expression that is psychologically called 
for in certain circumstances and is therefore present in all societies; it manifests a cultural 
being that is reacting to biological issues symbolically and thus overcomes them. This 
makes it possible for a society to continue living without being paralyzed by fear, and 
enables it to cope and regroup after the loss of a member of society. 
Biological explanations consider ritual to be a biological reaction, a mechanism 
that had evolved together with humans. Boyer and Liénard suggest that cultural ritual is 
based on the same system that is responsible for the performance of all kinds of other 
rituals by individuals. They see ritual as a parasite on this system, a non-functional 
outcome of an adaption that originally did have a survival purpose. What sets the two 
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approaches apart is perhaps a concentration on two different aspects of ritual – according 
to Rappaport at least – its form and its contents. 
Rappaport states that ritual evolved together with humanity. His explanation falls 
between the biological and cultural extremes in a sense, and he cleverly avoids a 
biological explanation by emphasizing that ritual evolved simultaneously with humanity, 
rather than with humans. He conditions its existence with the development of language. 
But is language biological or cultural? And is humanity, as he uses the term, biological or 
cultural? It probably depends on who you ask. On the one hand, language required 
genetic changes and is a biological invention. On the other hand, the things expressed and 
created with this biological invention are cultural. Ritual can be seen in the same sense. 
Some might stress a biological capacity or even mechanism at the basis of ritual, while 
others concentrate on its cultural expressions. Scholars are struggling with definitions and 
essences, but eventually it might simply be that they are all talking about the same thing 
but concentrating on different aspects of it. Boyer and Liénard talk purely about the 
behavioral aspect, Metcalf and Huntington concentrate on the cultural expression, and 
Rappaport discusses the structure as a whole. Once one looks beyond the confusion, all 
these studies help piece together a single yet complex phenomenon. 
All of the scholars introduced in this chapter seem to agree on the vital role rituals 
play in social life. Some even go further by stressing that in extreme times, more rituals 
will be performed and their importance will rise. If it is because of ritual’s vital cultural 
role or the way the biological system reacts, is up for discussion. But societies seem to 
become more ritualized under extreme and new conditions. All agree for one reason or 
another, that ritualized behavior is crucial for the welfare of a community.  
Moreover, the descriptions given by the different scholars do not seem to conflict 
at all. The idea that certain aspects of death rites reoccur and the mosaic-like view of 
universals proposed by Metcalf and Huntington suit the approach presented by Dulaney 
and Fiske that see the different elements commonly found in rituals as the building blocks 
through which different combinations form unique cultural expressions of ritual. In the 
same way, the ideas that death would paralyze a community without the assistance of 
death rites and that cultural reaction to death shapes social order as much as the latter 
shapes the first, fit in well with Boyer and Liénard’s model that sees ritual as a reaction to 
an indirect threat.  
These observations, that reflect how ritual works, suggest that a study of the 
behavioral aspect of unusual burials (i.e. ritual’s form) is as important to our 
understanding of past mortuary practices as the symbolic contents related to unusual 
burials. Archaeologists do not have direct access to the ceremony that was an important 
part of the graves they excavate, and we can not ask the past population of Tell Sabi 
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Abyad about the meaning of their rituals. Focusing on the behavioral aspect of unusual 
burial suits the nature of archaeological data, and brings a vital part of past rituals to light. 
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5. Statistical Analysis 
5.1. Introduction 
 
In order to determine the presence and nature of unusual burials in the Tell Sabi Abyad 
burial ground it is important to have a good image of the other burials at the cemetery, 
i.e., those that are considered to be usual. Unusual burials are rarely systematically 
compared to the rest of the population; the more common scenario would involve the 
intuitive recognition in the field of an unusual body position, location, physical attribute 
or other aspect of the burial (see chapter 3). Atypical interments stand out in the context 
of the general population because of their appearance, and in some cases an entire buried 
population stands out according to the excavators because it does not match their 
expectations (Leach 2008).  
 The approach taken in this chapter is to represent the buried population 
statistically with the intention of identifying unusual cases, noting their frequency and 
examining the differences between them and the rest of the buried population in all 
aspects represented in the statistical database (not only those that make them stand out). 
Although the features that are used in the statistical database are often the ones that create 
an intuitive image of a grave in the field, systematically registering them will allow to 
clearly state the distinction of specific burials as opposed to the normal pattern of burial at 
the cemetery (which will be defined according to the analysis of the cemetery). Moreover, 
by noting a variety of aspects it is possible to compare the burials in a range of their 
attributes. In this way we will be able to estimate how extraordinary the unusual burials 
really are and identify patterns in unusual interment. 
  
5.2. Using statistical analysis in archaeological cases 
 
Statistical analysis is an exact mathematical tool, and is objective in the sense that it will 
always produce the same result if performed in the same manner. However, this does not 
make the result objective (Fletcher and Lock 2005, 11-2). There are many ways of coding 
the data, and the system of the coding of data is vital and will immensely influence the 
results. The archaeologist will make numerous subjective choices while building up a 
statistical database, and these will be reflected in the analysis (MacHugh 1999, 63). The 
statistical software will always produce an answer according to the input of the 
archaeologist – what has been typed in the database will be presented in the results. It is 
thus the presentation of the input that is given by the software, and it is this presentation 
of the data in a clear and versatile way that allows the archaeologist to identify interesting 
patterns and get a comprehensible view of the data. However, since there will always be a 
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result, it can not be right or wrong – it simply reflects the input (Fletcher and Lock 2005, 
11-2). 
 It is therefore important to keep in mind what the image created by the statistical 
analysis reveals. A statistical significance does not necessarily ensure an archaeological 
significance, and an archaeological significance will not always be reflected as a 
statistical one (Fletcher and Lock 2005, 11-2). Once a statistical significance has been 
suggested, a further investigation of the visible trends will be needed in order to give a 
complete archaeological interpretation. 
 
5.3. The database 
 
A database was created using SPSS software for each of the three periods defined for the 
cemetery (see chapter 2). The aim of the statistical analysis was to define a norm for the 
cemetery and to identify trends and unusual correlations of variables within the buried 
population. After the different variables were selected, categories were made for each 
variable representing a large range of differences between the graves. These categories 
were later merged in cases where this would not influence the results, in order to make 
the analysis more lucid. The coding of the data is based to a large extent on the 
observations that were already made for the burials (for example, the information about 
the sex, age and pathologies related to the skeletal material is derived from the analysis of 
the physical anthropologist at the site, Dr. E. Smits). The variables that have been used 
for the analysis are:  
Sex – the sex of the individual as interpreted by the physical anthropologist.  
Age – the age category that matches the age of the individual as calculated by the physical 
anthropologist. The age categories themselves were created for the SPSS database. 
Pathology – visible pathologies on the skeletal remains as identified by the physical 
anthropologist.  
Bposition (body position) – the position the individual was buried in, derived from the 
photographs and descriptions by the excavators and physical anthropologist. 
Legs – the position of the legs, deduced from the photographs and descriptions by the 
excavators and physical anthropologist. 
Arms – the position of the arms, deduced from the photographs and descriptions by the 
excavators and physical anthropologist. 
Goods – the amount of grave goods that were associated with the individual. 
14C – the radiocarbon dating of the skeleton (approximately 25% of the skeletons were 
dated by the Centre for Isotope Research of the University of Groningen). This variable 
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was not used in this analysis as it revealed no trends, and as the cemetery was divided 
into three periods. 
Orientation – the orientation of the body as interpreted from the photographs and 
descriptions of the excavators. The first value of the orientation represents the side of the 
head. 
Multiple – the division between single, double and multiple burials. 
Fragmentation – the division between complete skeletons, isolated skulls or skull 
fragments, and skeletons with no skull. 
The categories used for every variable and the frequencies calculated for these are 
available for each period of the cemetery in appendix 1. Within these variables, the 
category “unknown” reflects a situation in which the remains were too fragmentary to 
determine the nature of the specific variable. 
 The variables chosen for the database are nominal. Nominal variables are the 
lowest level of statistical measurement, consisting of categories which have no inherent 
ordering or numeric value (Fletcher and Lock 2005, 1). The nature of these variables 
reflects the nature of the data itself. A burial entails mainly aspects that are descriptive 
but have no clear comparative scale of value, i.e., a grave will not produce measurable 
attributes in the same way that the objects that are found in it will. It could very well be 
that a certain burial position or type of grave good had a higher significance than another 
in a specific social context, but we do not possess this information. For that reason, all 
variables (including amount of goods, which could be considered to be ordinal) are stated 
as nominal. 
The nature of the variables does not allow for complex cluster analyses, and the 
statistical examination is therefore restricted to a descriptive and correlative output. This 
output includes the frequencies that were noted for each of the variables stated above, 
cross-tables that were created for each combination of the variables and the Guttman’s 
lambda measure of association for all combinations of variables. The latter is a statistical 
test that has the aim of determining if the data contained in a contingency table provides 
significant evidence for an association between two variables. The value 1 represents a 
one on one association, i.e. a complete dependence between two variables, while a 0 
value would represent the lack of association. The test is suitable for the nominal dataset 
used in this thesis and has the advantage of being applicable even when multiple cells in a 
contingency table have low or zero counts (Fletcher and Lock 2005, 128-35). 
It is important to note that the unit chosen for recording the variables in the 
database is the buried individual and not the grave itself. This was necessary as most of 
the elements noted such as burial position, sex and age would not have been shared by 
more than one individual in a grave. In addition, the vast majority of the graves are single 
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primary inhumations in an unlined pit, and so the main variety in the cemetery 
corresponds to the individuals while the graves themselves are generally similar in nature.  
 
5.4. The analysis of the cemetery  
 
In this section the visible trends during the three periods of use of the cemetery as 
emerging from the statistical analysis will be presented. The statistical analysis in this 
section was performed in order to explore trends that are perhaps not so obvious. A 
general outline of each period of the burial ground is given for the aspects beyond those 
mentioned in the short description above. 
 
5.4.1. The cemetery in period A, between 6,600-6,200 BC 
 
This early phase of the use of the area for burial purposes (see chapter 2) is represented 
by a very young population; 12 out of the 17 individuals (70%) were 11 years of age or 
younger while the rest was rather variable (fig. 5.1.). The gender of only one adult male 
could be identified (5,9%), the other are unknown. The nature of the remains of these 
individuals was more fragmentary than those of the other two periods, and many of the 
variables could not be determined for these individuals. Nevertheless, within the cases 
that allowed for a recognition of the various aspects of burial, several trends can be seen. 
The largest category within the field “body position” was burial on the right side, but 
there was a variety in burial positions (fig. 5.2.). The dead did not receive many grave 
goods in this period, only three infants had grave offerings: two babies under one year of 
age and one young child. The orientation of the skeletons seems to be random, and there 
appear to be relatively many fragmentary interments (for a detailed overview of all 
variables see the frequency tables for this period in appendix 1). 
Although only few graves were excavated for this period, some stand out. One 
burial was actually a concentration that contained partially articulated human bones as 
well as unarticulated animal bones within a round structure, and the nature of the 
deposition is unclear. Should this bone concentration be considered as a burial? Was it an 
intentional deposition? Did the deposition carry a symbolic significance? Depending on 
the answers to these questions, the three individuals could be considered to be either part 
of an unusual burial or not represent a burial at all. 
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Figure 5.1. The frequencies of the age categories represented in the cemetery in period A, 
between 6,600-6,200 BC. 
 
 
Figure 5.2. The frequencies of the body position categories represented in the cemetery in 
period A, between 6,600-6,200 BC. 
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Another burial that intuitively stands out is one that is questionable as well. A 
large headless male buried in a prone position does not appear to be a typical burial and 
was perhaps not buried at all (see description in section 5.6.1). He was older then 50, 
much older than the other individuals in this period, and was found without a skull. The 
burials in this period might not represent a burial ground at all, or perhaps only partially. 
They might have been sporadically buried in older architectural remains during different 
phases, and the conspicuous burials (that will be described below) might not even 
represent burials. It would be interesting to know if some individuals were buried while 
others not, and why they were placed in the same area. The long time span this period 
represents, corresponding to so few and mostly young individuals, suggests that only a 
small part of the population was buried at this location during period A. 
 
5.4.2. The cemetery in period B, between 6,200-5,900 BC 
 
This is the main phase of use of the burial area (see chapter 2), including 128 individuals 
buried in 114 graves. The population is mainly comprised of young individuals; 50,8% of 
the individuals buried in this period are younger than 21 years, and individuals in their 
20s make up a dominant age group as well including at least 20% of the population. The 
age pattern indicates an abnormal population demography, and although we must 
consider the nature of this incomplete sample it appears similar to a crisis population. 
Chamberlain discusses this subject at length (Chamberlain 2006) and provides a graph 
representing the curve of a crisis population during an epidemic disease (fig. 5.4.). This 
curve is not unlike the one obtained for the cemetery in this period (fig 5.3.), especially 
when considering the difference in size of the age category intervals between the two 
graphs (the category “in 20s” is spread out over more categories in Chamberlain’s graph). 
One of the most striking elements of the cemetery is its male-female ratio. There 
are far more females than males at the cemetery, namely 38 females and 23 males. The 
age groups represent a difference between the sexes as well, as can be seen in figure 5.5. 
The age group “in 20s” shows the strongest bias towards females. As the age groups 
become older the male-female ratio gradually reverses, and the “older than 50” age group 
(although including only three individuals) is entirely composed of males. According to 
the Guttman’s lambda measure of association test that was performed for the variables 
“sex” and “age” there is a strong association between these variables at the cemetery (tab. 
43 in appendix 2). This strong association is in part due to the difficulty of identifying the 
sex of younger individuals, but it is clear that there is also a relation between the adult age 
groups and sex. 
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Figure 5.3. Graph representing the age at death of the individuals in period B, between 
6,200-5,900 BC. 
 
Figure 5.4. A graph comparing the mortality pattern from the outbreak of influenza in 
1918 (illustrating a crisis-population) and the mortality pattern from all causes of death 
in 1917. The data concerns females in England and Wales (Chamberlain 2006, 75). 
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Figure 5.5. The frequencies of the age groups showing the male-female ratio in each of 
these for the cemetery in period B, between 6,200-5,900 BC. The two last categories, 
“adult”  and “unknown”, represent individuals that could only be identified as an adult 
and whose age could not be discerned at all, respectively. 
 
 
Figure 5.6. The frequencies of the age categories showing the body position frequencies 
in each of these for the cemetery in period B, between 6,200-5,900 BC. 
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 A certain amount of correlation can be seen between the age categories in relation 
to body position, but the Guttman’s lambda test performed for these merely shows a mild 
association. This might be influenced by the general trend, that could be masking smaller 
trends in a few aspects. For example, the strongest trends in this correlation seem to be 
the bias towards burial on the left side for the age groups “in 40s” and “older than 50”, 
and the dominance of babies under 1 year and females in their 20s in the group of burials 
on the back (fig. 5.6.). Moreover, prone burials seem to be related only to individuals in 
their 20s, 30s and 40s. However, the more common burial positions are spread out evenly 
generally speaking. The variable body position shows a stronger correlated to orientation 
according to Guttman’s lambda test (tab. 44 in appendix 2). 
 
 
Figure 5.7. The frequencies of the orientation categories for the cemetery in period B, 
between 6,200-5,900 BC (the first value in the name of the orientation category 
represents the side of the head). 
 
 Unlike the previous period, there appears to be a bias in orientation (fig. 5.7.). 
The most popular orientation was NW-SE, and the least popular N-S. In both categories 
the direction of the head is almost equally divided between the two possible directions, 
giving the impression that the side in which the head was placed was not of much 
importance. The other orientations seem to fall between the two extremities, and show a 
similar yet slightly more biased division in the direction of the head within the categories. 
No clear correlations were found between orientation and other aspects, but it is 
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interesting to note that the three individuals that received the most grave offerings were 
all buried in the same orientation – NW-SE. 
 The orientation and relatively large amount of grave goods were not the only 
aspects shared by these three individuals. All three were females, and the two that 
received the most goods were both in their 20s (the third could only be identified as an 
adult). The large amount of grave goods the three women received were unusual for the 
cemetery; about half of the individuals (56%) did not receive any goods. Of those that did 
receive them, the vast majority only got one (17%) or two (15%) goods. The number of 
individuals that received more than 2 objects sharply declines, only 12% of the 
population (14 individuals) was buried with 3 goods or more (fig. 5.8.). As has been 
mentioned above, the three individuals that received the most grave goods were all 
females. However, a relatively larger number of males received grave offerings compared 
to the group of females – 13 out of 23 males (more than half) received them compared to 
17 out of 38 females (less than half). 
 
 
Figure 5.8. The frequencies of the different amounts of grave goods showing the male-
female ratio in each of these for the cemetery in period B, between 6,200-5,900 BC. 
 
 
 61 
5.4.3. The cemetery in period C, between 5,900-5,600 BC 
 
The two largest age groups in period C, the Halaf period (see chapter 2), are individuals 
in their 20s and babies under one year of age (fig. 5.10.). The latter are relatively 
numerous despite the group’s small age range (spanning across one year while the other 
age categories include a range of at least five years). This period, as the previous ones, is 
represented by mainly young individuals, and similar to the main cemetery contains a 
large group of individuals in their 20s. However, the latter form more than an age group, 
and seem to be an interrelated group within the cemetery. The members of this group are 
almost all males, and their most striking characteristic is the position of their legs – folded 
upwards at the knee joint (see description in section 5.6.3). These burials were also found 
in a layer that is chronologically younger than the rest of the Halaf burials, and might 
distort the image of the burial ground during this time if they do not contextually belong 
to it. 
 This period is different to the earlier ones in several aspects. The largest 
categories for burial position are burials on the back and on the left side, followed by 
burial on the right side (fig. 5.9.). Burial in a flexed position was the most common case, 
but unlike the previous periods did not even comprise of half the buried population. The 
dominant orientations were E-W and NW-SE. Very few individuals received grave 
goods, only 2 (making up 7,3% of the population). In most cases the sex of the individual 
could not be identified, but in the cases where this was possible there were much more 
males than females, in a remarkable ratio of 4:1. The dominance of males in this sample 
stands in sharp contrast to the relatively large amount of females in period B. 
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Figure 5.9. The frequencies of the body position categories and the age groups that 
comprise each of these, represented in the cemetery in period C, between 5,900-5,600 
BC. 
 
 
Figure 5.10. The frequencies of the age categories showing the pathologies recorded for 
each of these, represented in the cemetery in period C, between 5,900-5,600 BC. 
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 The group of individuals with legs folded upwards does influence the analysis to 
a large degree. Almost all variables include two dominant categories among the variety of 
classifications. The Guttman’s lambda measure of association test that was performed for 
several of these variables shows that there is a strong association between the different 
aspects of burial in this period (tables 46-49 in appendix 2). It seems that there is a 
relation between the aspects of sex, age, pathology and burial position, and even 
orientation to a certain degree. These are the aspects that clearly differentiate the group of 
individuals with knees folded upwards from the rest of the buried population. 
If we remove the group of individuals with knees folded upwards from the 
picture, very different trends are observed. The vast majority of the population (75%) 
would then be under 11 years of age, with half of them being under one year of age at 
death (fig 5.11.). The sex of the individuals would also provide a different image, 
showing only one identifiable female rather than a strong male dominance among those 
individuals with an identifiable sex. After removing the group mentioned above a 
staggering 93,8% of the population is of an unknown sex, instead of 61,5% before. Only 
one baby under one year of age (6,3%) received one grave good, and the categories E-W 
and NW-SE were popular while N-S and SW-NE much less so (categories used here 
reflecting both directions of the head) (fig 5.13.). 
 
 
Figure 5.11. The frequencies of the age categories without the group of individuals with 
knees folded up, represented in the cemetery in period C, between 5,900-5,600 BC. 
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Figure 5.12. The frequencies of the orientation categories represented in the cemetery in 
period C, between 5,900-5,600 BC (including the group of individuals with knees folded 
upwards). 
 
 
Figure 5.13. The frequencies of the orientation categories without the group of 
individuals with knees folded up, represented in the cemetery in period C, between 5,900-
5,600 BC. 
 
 If we only look at the group of individuals with knees folded upwards, that both 
contextually and in other aspects seem to form one associated group, we see again 
different trends. With only one individual (10%) with unknown sex, eight (80%) are male 
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and only one (10%) female (see section 5.6.3.). All individuals were above 11 years of 
age, with the category “in 20s” being the most dominant (fig 5.14.). The majority (70%) 
was buried on their back (fig 5.15.). And only one female in her 20s (10%) received two 
grave offerings. The orientation field seems to show a strong preference for the category 
E-W, with six out of seven individuals that were buried in this orientation having their 
head on the E value. Other categories were represented to a lesser degree (fig 5.16.). 
 
 
Figure 5.14. The frequencies of the age categories for the group of individuals with knees 
folded up, represented in the cemetery in period C, between 5,900-5,600 BC. 
 
 
Figure 5.15. The frequencies of the body position categories for the group of individuals 
with knees folded up, represented in the cemetery in period C, between 5,900-5,600 BC. 
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Figure 5.16. The frequencies of the orientation categories for the group of individuals 
with knees folded up, represented in the cemetery in period C, between 5,900-5,600 BC. 
 
 The Halaf burials seem to be represented by two groups. One was more similar to 
the general image of the buried population at the site, although it was comprised almost 
entirely out of children. The group of individuals with knees folded upwards was found 
higher up in the Tell’s sequence and seems to reflect a more coherent cluster. Although 
their orientation could merely be a somewhat extreme version of the normal orientation of 
this period, all other aspects are quite different. The two groups are both atypical, 
although the first is abnormal due to the unnatural age distribution and the second due to 
the manner of interment that seems very different to the other burials at the cemetery as a 
whole. Considering the contextual and other differences between the groups, it would be 
wrong to merge the two and study them as a whole. It would also make it difficult to 
describe one norm for the period. Therefore, as one group seems to be at least 
contextually separated from the rest that was probably buried during a longer time span, 
the population can be divided. The other burials might not represent the entire population 
living at the site but they do represent the normal use of the burial ground at that time.  
 It is worth mentioning that the burial area in the Halaf period has a somewhat 
similar pattern to a children’s burial ground that was found in operation I and included 
children and babies (see chapter 2 and Akkermans 2008), but contained one unusual adult 
burial. The adult buried in this “children’s cemetery”, that is dated between 6,100-5,900 
BC (thus contemporary with period B), was a male between 26-35 years of age. His 
interment is not only unusual because he was the only adult buried in this area, the skull 
of this individual seems to have been removed and later put back into the grave. 
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5.4.4. Discussion 
 
All in all there are visible differences between the three periods, what is not surprising as 
we are dealing with quite a long time span. These differences might reflect changes in the 
use of the area for burial purposes at different points in time; the early and later periods 
are comprised of a younger population representing mainly children, and contain much 
less individuals. The cemetery in the middle period shows a larger variety in all variables, 
but this is to be expected as the sample size is much larger for this period. However, even 
during this phase there seems to be a biased population profile and not all individuals 
were buried, at least not at this location. There are much more females than males, and 
the age distribution hints towards a crisis population. Interestingly enough the group of 
individuals with knees folded upwards in the Halaf period is comprised almost entirely of 
males. If one would look at the cemetery in its entire length of use, regardless of the 
periodizations made, the male-female ratio would be less uneven.  
Perhaps the use of the area was less common and intended mainly for the burial 
of children in certain periods, while during other phases a more inclusive segment of the 
population was put there to rest. It is also possible that certain segments of the population 
were buried at different locations in every given time, for varying reasons. We should 
keep the differences between the samples in mind when analyzing the cemetery, 
especially when differentiating unusual burials. 
 
5.5. The description of the norm 
 
As has been mentioned above, in order to identify unusual cases in the buried population 
one must be able to compare them to what we define as usual (fig. 2.4.). Something can 
only stand out within a more or less consistent group. Even if every individual is 
somewhat different to another, they all share characteristics and similarities as a whole. In 
order to define these popular or prominent characteristics that are typical for the buried 
population in each period, a norm was defined to which individual burials can be 
compared to. The norm represents the most common attributes, the characteristics with 
the highest frequency that seem to be shared by most individuals. 
The section below presents the most dominant categories in each period of the 
burial ground and a short description of the norm according to these. The frequencies that 
are at the base of these calculation can be found in appendix 1, including the actual count 
and percentage of each category within the different variables. The norm was not 
calculated for the entire cemetery but for each period, which will form the context in 
which the unusual burials belonging to it will be discussed. The reason for this is rather 
straightforward, it is important to relate unusual burials to what appears to be their normal 
 68 
context. Although the three periods the cemetery was divided into each entail a long time 
span of 300 to 400 years, they are the smallest chronological units possible since the 
sample size would be too small for a statistical analysis if the three periods were to be 
further subdivided. Moreover, they reflect the main habitation phases at the tell. 
Defining a norm for each period is in a sense misleading. Although for some 
variables a single category might include almost the entire population, other variables 
will show a large degree of variety. The largest categories, comprising about half of the 
population, were chosen to reflect the norm. If the biggest category is only slightly larger 
than the others, and the differences between the categories are not that great, it is stated 
that a variety existed within the variable. The more variable an aspect of burial is, the less 
significant will a deviation from the largest category in it be. When examining the 
different cases of unusual burials in section 5.6. the nature of the variables will be taken 
into consideration as well, and the norm will not be seen here as an absolute standard but 
as a guideline to help get a good image of the normal buried population. 
The overview of the norms for each period below will only present the dominant 
categories for the different variables. More detailed information, including the 
frequencies of the other categories, can be found in appendix 1. The range of categories 
with lower frequencies for each variable will not be described here as this section will 
focus the norm (that is based on the largest categories).  
 
5.5.1. The cemetery in period A, between 6,600-6,200 BC 
 
Sex – all but one individual have an unknown sex. 
Age – the vast majority of individuals (70,6%) were under 11 years of age. 
Pathology – for almost half of the buried population (47,1%) no pathology was observed, 
the other half had pathologies of varying kinds (see frequency table 3 in appendix 1). 
Body position – there were as many individuals buried on their right side as there were 
unknown burial positions (each including 29,4% of the buried population).  
Legs – almost half of the population (47,1%) was retrieved with legs in a flexed position. 
Arms – there were three categories containing the same amount of individuals: “flexed”, 
“other/unknown” and “not found” (the category “not found” reflects missing elements of 
the skeleton that were not found in the grave). 
Goods – the vast majority of individuals (82,4%) were found with no grave goods. 
Orientation – the two most dominant orientations, W-E and SW-NE, had both only 
slightly higher scores than the other orientations. It is difficult to conclude anything other 
than a random orientation for this group considering the small sample. 
Fragmentation – the largest group (64,7%) included the remains of a complete skeleton. 
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Number of individuals in grave – the vast majority of individuals was buried in a single 
burial (70,6%), there was only one double burial and one burial in which three individuals 
were included (see description in section 5.6.1.). 
 
The norm defined for the burial ground in this period is characterized by children under 
11 years of age, few pathologies, burial on the right side in a flexed position (categories 
of “unknown” were ignored as they do not reflect the state of burial in the past but its 
condition at present). Most interments did not include grave goods, and the orientation 
seems to be random. Primary single inhumations were typical for this period, although 
many fragmentary skeletal remains were present as well, both due to taphonomic reasons 
and to secondary interment (see section 5.6.1). 
 
5.5.2. The cemetery in period B, between 6,200-5,900 BC 
 
Sex – the largest group is that of unknown sex (52,3%), and within the group whose sex 
could be identified females were more common than males. 
Age – around 70% of the population was under 30 years of age at death. The largest 
group of individuals were under 21 years of age (50,8%), and individuals in their 20s 
formed a dominant age group as well, including 20,3% of the buried population. 
Pathology – for half of the buried population (51,6%) no pathology was observed, the 
other half had pathologies of varying kinds (see frequency table 14 in appendix 1). 
Body position – the most dominant body position was burial on the right side (41,4%), 
but many individuals were also buried on their left side (30,5 %). 
Legs – 75,8% of the buried population were found with their legs flexed, making this 
category the most dominant one. 
Arms – the largest group within this variable are flexed arms, including 50% of the 
population. 
Goods – most individuals were found with no grave goods (57,8%), but a large amount of 
burials was associated with one or two goods (31,2%). 
Orientation – the mirroring categories NW-SE and SE-NW (both representing the same 
orientation but with the head on different sides) each had the same amount of individuals 
(18,8%) and are both the largest categories. If the mirroring categories were combined, 
they would have formed together the main category including 37,6% of the buried 
population. However, other categories were represented as well to varying degrees and 
only the category N-S (referring here to both directions of the head) seems to be 
unpopular. 
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Fragmentation – a startling 91,4% of all the remains found included complete skeletons, 
indicating that only very few interments were secondary, if they are not simply 
fragmentary.  
Number of individuals in grave – the vast majority of graves contained one individual (in 
the case of 84,4% of the population), the rest were double burials with the exception of 
one grave that contained eight individuals (see section 5.6.2.). 
 
The norm for this period is characterized by burial on the side – more often on the right 
than on the left side, in a flexed position with either no or few grave goods. The 
orientation individuals were buried in varied, although some categories were more 
popular than others. The largest segment of the population was under 30 years of age at 
death, and the vast majority of graves represents primary single inhumations. The 
pathologies observed for half of the individuals varied, and half of the buried population 
in this period does not show any signs of pathology. 
 
5.5.3. The cemetery in period C, between 5,900-5,600 BC 
 
The group of individuals with legs folded upwards described above will be excluded from 
the definition of the norm in this period for the reasons discussed in section 5.4.3. They 
will be addressed in section 5.6.3. as a group. 
 
Sex – the largest group is the category “unknown”, comprising 93,8% of the population.  
Age – the vast majority of the population (75%) was under 11 years of age at death. 
Pathology – the vast majority of individuals (87,5%) did not show any signs of 
pathologies. 
Body position – the largest category was burial on the left side, representing 43,8% of the 
buried population. Burial on the right side was the next group in size with a significantly 
lower score of 25%. 
Legs – the largest category, including 50% of the individuals, was a flexed position. The 
legs of the rest of the individuals were either not found or their position was unclear. 
Arms – the category “flexed” was the largest one including 37,5% of the individuals. 
Goods – 93,8% of the individuals received no grave goods. 
Orientation – if the orientation categories are viewed regardless of the direction of the 
head, the category E-W was the largest with 37,6% of the population and NW-SE was a 
close second with 31,3% of the individuals. 
Fragmentation – 88,5% of the remains included complete skeletons. 
Number of individuals in grave – all of the burials in this period were single.   
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 The typical age for the population in this period would be anywhere under 11 
years of age. The average individual was buried on the left side in a flexed position, 
although burial on the right side was common as well. In the majority of cases the 
individuals did not receive any grave goods, and had no visible pathologies. The 
orientation was often E-W or NW-SE (with head on either side). All burials were single 
inhumations. 
 
5.6 The unusual burials 
 
After an acquaintance was made with the Late Neolithic cemetery of Tell Sabi Abyad and 
the norm for each period, we can now examine groups and individuals that stand out in 
comparison to the rest of the buried population. These unusual cases will be described 
below for each period (their images can be found in appendix 3, in the order of their 
description), with the aim of examining what makes them unusual and to what extent they 
are different from the rest of the group. The unusual graves will be described and 
examined for each period according to the following guidelines:  
1. Are the unusual features intentional or could they be attributed to non-cultural 
processes?  
2. Does the burial stand out because of one unusual feature or is there a combination of 
multiple unusual aspects? How different is the unusual burial to the other burials? 
3. What kind of attributes distinguish the burial? Do the unusual aspects relate to the 
treatment of the deceased, features of the grave or characteristics of the individual such as 
sex and age? 
4. In cases when more than one individual shows the same unusual feature, how coherent 
is the group, how large is it, and is there a combination of group-specific features shared 
by most members? 
 
5.6.1. The cemetery in period A, between 6,600-6,200 BC 
 
Prone burial; BN09-57 (image number 1 in appendix 3):  
Within this period that is characterized by a very young population, one male who was 
over 50 years of age at death stands out not only because of his age. He was found in a 
prone position with his arms extended along the sides of his body, legs folded backwards, 
and without a skull (fig. 5.17.). It is highly unlikely that this position was caused by 
taphonomic processes, unless the individual tripped and fell to his death being covered by 
sediment rapidly, after which his skull mysteriously disappeared. Since the bones were 
articulated and the building was no longer in use, it seems more likely that the individual 
was placed or thrown inside the ruins of the structure in that position. He was a tall 
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individual, and his body was oriented W-E. This burial, if it is in fact one, is intuitively 
different. But it is also different in most variables from the other graves, due to his body 
position, sex and age. This individual was not in good health and had pathologies that are 
related to physical stress on the legs, feet and back. This burial is clearly different to the 
rest of the graves, both intuitively and according to the variables examined. It is the only 
prone interment in this period, and the individual is of an unusual age for this period. 
 
 
Figure 5.17. A photograph of BN09-57 taken during excavation. 
 
Mixed remains; BN09-21, BN09-21A, BN09-21B (image number 2 in appendix 3): 
The man described above was not the only one whose interment stands out in this period. 
The mixed remains of three children were found scattered over the floor inside a circular 
structure, together with the skeletal remains of animals. The individuals were between 12-
16 (BN09-21), ca. 12 (BN09-21A) and between 8-12 (BN09-21B) years of age at death. 
Only parts of the bodies of the individuals were retrieved, but these were articulated. This 
interment of mixed human and animal remains does not look anything like the other 
burials found at the site, and should perhaps not be considered as a burial at all. It also 
does not seem to be the result of taphonomic processes, as it was found in situ inside a 
structure, in fact an unusual structure for the site during this period – a circular building 
(fig. 5.18.). Several body parts were not represented such as the skulls of the individuals, 
and they were mixed with animal bones. The articulation of some of the bones suggests 
that at least body parts were deposited there before the decomposition process had began.  
How should we interpret these remains? As Hill bluntly points out, the first 
question that comes to mind when dealing with ‘odd’ depositions of animal and human 
bones is “is it ritual or rubbish?” (1996, 17). Rather than using the term ritual for such 
deposits, he proposes the use of the term ‘structured deposition’ in order to imply a 
deliberate deposition. Once recognized as such, Hill claims that a structured deposition 
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can never be recognized beyond symbolic behavior – i.e. one can not propose a ritual 
background for the act – but this is confusing since symbolic behavior is a term that can 
be applied to almost any human activity. However, he does suggest a ritual character for 
such depositions found in a number of Pre-Roman Iron Age settlements in Britain during 
events that are separated by years. The repetition and specific treatment of these 
depositions point, according to him, towards ritual use. In our case we do see similar 
depositions combining human and animal remains at the cemetery in this and later 
periods (mentioned below). Moreover, the manner in which the bones were scattered on a 
floor inside a room, articulated, would suggest that “rubbish” might not be the 
appropriate answer to the question above. The mixed remains of three children and 
several animals do not seem to represent a burial, but rather a ‘structured deposition’ that 
might represent ritual behavior. Furthermore, there is no additional evidence of the use of 
the building as a dump, and the building has a form that is not very common at the site. 
The impression of a ritual deposition is strengthened by the burial of four children 
under the floor of this building. Two were about eight years old (BN09-27, BN09-29), 
one about four (BN09-28) and one was three years old (BN09-23). They were buried on 
their right side in a flexed position, along the wall. The isolated skull and jar burial 
described below, BN09-33 and BN09-34, were found in an oven adjacent to the circular 
building containing the interments described in this section (see image number 3 in 
appendix 3). 
 
 
Figure 5.18. A photograph of BN09-21, BN09-21A and BN09-21B taken during the 
excavation. 
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Isolated skull; BN04-3 (image number 4 in appendix 3): 
Although primary inhumations were the most common interment type in the cemetery, 
isolated skulls were occasionally found. The skull of a baby under 1 year of age was 
found under the floor in the corner of a building. 
 
Isolated mandible and animal bones; BN07-112 (image numbers 5 and 6 in appendix 3): 
An isolated mandible was found in close proximity to an animal tibia and under it part of 
an animal cranium. It is unclear to what degree these are related, but this is not the only 
combination of human and animal remains found in a burial context. 
 
Isolated skull and jar burial; BN09-33, BN09-34 (image number 7 in appendix 3): 
An isolated skull (BN09-34) and the remains of an infant that was buried in a jar (09-33) 
were found in association with animal remains within an oven. The spine of a large 
animal and parts of an antler were the most prominent of the animal remains. 
 
Neck bent backwards; BN09-58 (image number 8 in appendix 3): 
This burial differentiate itself from the rest of the population due to the unusual position 
of the neck, that is bent backwards. This anomaly is found to a greater extent in the 
following period. The cause of this phenomenon is at this point unclear and is under 
investigation (see description of the same category in the next period), and burials 
showing signs of this feature will therefore be investigated in this overview regardless of 
the reason of this difference. What will be examined are other differences from the norm 
the burials might show, these could help determine their place within the buried 
population. 
 The individual found in this grave is about 9 years old, was buried on the left side 
in a flexed position with no grave goods. Apart from the neck of this individual, that was 
found bent backwards, there are no other attributes that can distinguish this burial from 
the rest of the buried population.  
 
5.6.2. The cemetery in period B, between 6,200-5,900 BC 
 
Burning marks; BN08-9, BN08-14, BN08-23, BN08-56, BN09-40, BN09-60 (image 
numbers 9-13 in appendix 3): 
One very interesting group that stands out and which is only represented in this period 
includes six individuals that bear signs of burning in their chest cavities (fig. 5.19.). Two 
of them are females in their 20s, three are males above 30, and the sixth individual is a 
child of about 10 years (tab. 5.1.). The group is not only distinguished by the burning 
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marks on their skeletal remains. As a group they have a relatively high amount of grave 
goods (only one of them, the youngest, was not associated with objects), and a relatively 
high amount of individuals receiving numerous goods. In fact, one of the females 
received the highest amount of grave goods at the cemetery together with another 
individual (more on this below). There are also more males than females in this group, 
which is interesting since there are generally much more females than males buried in the 
cemetery at this time. All in all, as individuals and as a group, these burials stand out 
statistically although the sample is very small. 
 
 
Figure 5.19. A photograph of the burning marks visible in the chest cavity of BN08-9. 
 
Table 5.1. Several attributes recorded for individuals with scorching in thoracic cavity. 
Burial 
Number Sex Age Pathology 
Burial 
Position Legs Arms 
Number 
of 
Objects 
Orientation 
BN09-40 female 21-23 
fracture arm, 
cribra 
orbitalia, 
scorching 
thoracic cavity 
on right 
side flexed 
one flexed, 
one other 8 NW-SE 
BN09-60 female 21-24 
healed fracture 
clavicle, 
scorching 
thoracic cavity 
on left 
side flexed flexed 4 NW-SE 
BN08-9 unknown ca. 10 years 
scorching 
thoracic cavity back flexed 
one flexed, 
one other 0 NE-SW 
BN08-56 male 35-50 scorching thoracic cavity 
on right 
side flexed flexed 1 E-W 
BN08-23 male 38-42 
absesses, 
attrition, 
scorching 
thoracic cavity 
on left 
side flexed flexed 2 W-E 
BN08-14 male 53-62 
DDD, 
scorching 
thoracic cavity 
on left 
side flexed 
in front of 
chest 2 NE-SW 
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Rich graves; BN07-110, BN08-26, BN09-40 (image numbers 13-15 in appendix 3): 
As has been mentioned above, one of the individuals with burning marks in her chest 
cavity received a relatively large amount of grave goods. Although rich burials are not 
often considered as unusual burials, they actually are unusual in the cemetery of Tell Sabi 
Abyad. Only five out of 128 (4%) individuals received five grave goods or more, and 
only two individuals received 8 goods (1,6%). The pyramid shape that can be seen in the 
grave goods distribution is disrupted at the top by a small gap, followed by the two 
individuals receiving 8 goods. The three individuals who received the most goods were 
all females, buried on their right side in a flexed position. They were all oriented NW-SE, 
and the two who received 8 goods were in their 20s while the one who received 6 goods 
could only be identified as an adult. They do not appear to be related spatially.  
It is interesting that all variables besides the amount of goods fit in quite well 
with the norm, practically describing it (tab. 5.2.). Yet, the amount of grave goods is 
significantly higher than the vast majority of the buried population. The strong 
similarities in all variables between the three individuals is intriguing as well. On the 
other hand, one must note the different types of goods given to each individual: BN07-
110 received a stone vessel, stone pestle, copper object, shell bead, and two bone awls; 
BN08-26 was found with a shell belt, bracelets, anklets and a stone pendant; BN09-40 
was buried with multiple pottery vessels, a stone vessel and a labret. 
 These three interments are addressed as rich burials because they are rich in grave 
offerings. However, it is important to note here that there is no way of telling if the 
multiplicity of objects in their graves really correlate to a high economic or social status. 
As Ucko (1969) convincingly demonstrates, grave goods can reflect many divergent 
notions in different communities. Status, personal identity, superstitious beliefs that are 
unrelated to the deceased and even disposal of unwanted objects are all possible reasons 
for the inclusion of objects in graves (Ucko 1969, 265-8). Grave offerings might not even 
survive to be incorporated in the burial. Nevertheless, the striking similarities between the 
members of this group suggests that for one reason or another the funerals of these 
specific types of individuals included the interment of multiple objects in their graves. 
 
Table 5.2. Several attributes recorded for the three individuals with the most grave 
goods. 
Burial 
Number Sex Age Pathology 
Body 
position Legs Arms 
Number 
of 
Objects 
Orientation 
BN07-110 female adult none 
 
on right side flexed flexed 6 NW-SE 
BN08-26 female 20-25 none 
 
on right side flexed flexed 8 NW-SE 
BN09-40 female 21-23 
POA wrist, fracture 
arm, cribra, scorching 
thoracic cavity 
on right side flexed flexed 8 NW-SE 
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Double burials; BN05-10A, BN05-10B, BN07-17A, BN07-17B, BN08-53, BN08-56, 
BN08-68, BN08-69, BN09-37A, BN09-37B, BN09-46A, BN09-46B (image numbers 12, 
16-20 in appendix 3): 
Double burials were determined according to the physical anthropology documentation, 
when the skeletal remains of two individuals were present in the graves. In some cases 
(burial BN09-37 and BN09-46) the infant’s bones are not visible in the photographs 
shown in appendix 3. 
There are three kinds of age combinations seen in double burials: in three cases 
an adult is buried with a child, in two cases two children are buried together and in one 
case two adults (one male and one female) are put together to rest. The latter were placed 
differently to the rest: in opposite orientations while facing each other. Apart from one 
interment where a skull (BN08-69) is place on the body of a women (BN08-68), the rest 
were buried next to each other in the same position and orientation.  
 The group received few grave goods as a whole, and unfortunately has many 
individuals for whom the sex could not be determined. The orientation categories S-N 
and N-S, the least common within the rest of the cemetery, are for this group surprisingly 
popular. Many of the individuals were buried on their right side, and except for the 
unknown cases all were found in a flexed position (tab. 5.3.). 
 
Table 5.3. Several attributes recorded for the individuals that were buried in a double 
burial. 
Burial 
Number Sex Age Pathology 
Body 
Position Legs Arms 
Number 
of 
Objects 
Orientation 
BN05-10A unknown 15-21 none on right 
side flexed 
one 
flexed, 
one other 
1 S-N 
BN05-10B unknown ca. 4 years 
neck bent 
backwards 
on right 
side flexed 
other/ 
unknown 0 S-N 
BN07-17A unknown ca. 9 years 
neck bent 
backwards 
on right 
side flexed flexed 0 NE-SW 
BN07-17B unknown ca. 6 years 
neck bent 
backwards 
on right 
side flexed flexed 0 NE-SW 
BN08-53 female 21-24 none on right 
side flexed flexed 0 SW-NE 
BN08-56 male 35-50 
scorching 
thoratic 
cavity 
on right 
side flexed flexed 1 E-W 
BN08-68 female 40-80 none on left 
side 
other/ 
unknown flexed 0 N-S 
BN08-69 unknown ca. 8 years cribra unknown not found not found 0 unknown 
BN09-37A unknown Adult none on left 
side flexed flexed 0 N-S 
BN09-37B unknown 2-3 none unknown other/ 
unknown 
other/ 
unknown 0 unknown 
BN09-46A unknown Adult none unknown not found not found 0 unknown 
BN09-46B unknown ca. 2 years none unknown not found not found 0 unknown 
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Mass grave; BN08-19, BN08-20, BN08-21, BN08-22A, BN08-22B, BN08-22C,  
BN08-22D, BN08-25 (image number 21 in appendix 3): 
The mass grave is unique for this cemetery and includes the remains of at least eight 
individuals (fig. 5.20.). Three males and one female could be identified, thus a reversed 
sex ratio to that present for the entire buried population. The individuals were placed next 
to each other. Only one child (BN08-19) received three grave goods: a bead, a bone awl 
and a spindle whorl.  
 
Table 5.4. Several attributes recorded for the individuals that were buried in a mass 
grave. 
Burial 
Number Sex Age Pathology 
Burial 
Position Legs Arms 
Number 
of 
Objects 
Orientation 
BN08-19 unknown 5-6 health teeth 
on left 
side flexed flexed 3 S-N 
BN08-20 male 23-25 neck bent backwards 
on left 
side flexed flexed 0 NE-SW 
BN08-21 male 12-18 neck bent backwards 
on left 
side flexed flexed 0 SW-NE 
BN08-22A female 13-19 none unknown other/ 
unknown 
other/ 
unknown 0 unknown 
BN08-22B male adult none unknown other/ 
unknown 
other/ 
unknown 0 unknown 
BN08-22C unknown ca. 4 years none unknown 
other/ 
unknown 
other/ 
unknown 0 unknown 
BN08-22D unknown 0-2 none unknown other/ 
unknown 
other/ 
unknown 0 unknown 
BN08-25 unknown 12-20 years none 
on left 
side flexed flexed 0 W-E 
 
 
Figure 5.20. A photograph of the mass burial taken during excavation. 
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Isolated skulls; BN04-2, BN07-53; BN07-113; BN08-15, BN08-34, BN08-69, BN09-50 
(image numbers 18, 22-27 in appendix 3): 
Most of the interments at this period of the cemetery included a complete skeleton, but a 
few isolated skulls were found as well (tab. 5.5.). One skull fragment, BN04-2, was found 
at the bottom of a pit that was an intrusion into a previous wall. It appears to have been 
deposited there in isolation. The skull BN07-113 and the skull fragment BN07-53 were 
found in pits as well. It is not sure how the other skulls (BN08-15, BN08-34) and skull 
fragment (BN09-50) were deposited in the ground, but one skull (BN08-69) was part of a 
double burial (see description of double burials above). 
 
Table 5.5. Several attributes recorded for the isolated skulls and skull fragments. 
Burial 
Number Sex Age Pathology 
Burial 
Position Legs Arms 
Number 
of 
Objects 
Orientation 
BN04-2 unknown unknown none unknown not found 
not 
found 1 unknown 
BN07-53 unknown 0-2 none unknown not found 
not 
found 0 unknown 
BN07-113 female ca. 15 years 
possible 
head 
trauma 
unknown not found 
not 
found 0 unknown 
BN08-15 male adult none unknown not found 
not 
found 0 unknown 
BN08-34 female 23-40 none unknown not found 
not 
found 0 unknown 
BN08-69 unknown ca. 8 years cribra unknown 
not 
found 
not 
found 0 unknown 
BN09-50 unknown 21-40 none unknown not found 
not 
found 0 unknown 
 
 
Prone burials; BN09-20, BN09-31, BN09-42, BN09-56 (image numbers 28-31 in 
appendix 3): 
Occasionally, a burial will be designated as prone in the field. But we can not assume that 
nothing has moved in the grave, and in some cases it seems that the original position of 
the body was on the side. A corpse could have moved during the filling up of the grave, 
and in some cases excessive space around it and even a slight slope could have caused a 
shift of the body so that it now appears to be lying on the front. In case of such doubt, 
especially in cases where disarticulation due to movement can be noticed, the burial was 
not included in this analysis as a prone burial. Only the cases for which the possibility of 
a body falling on the front from an original side position can be eliminated, were included 
as prone burials. The difference between the two is clearly visual: with an intended prone 
position the limbs are aligned in the same position as the body – rather than having 
collapsed sideways they appear to be placed under or close to the body, the bones are 
articulated in areas where they could have moved, and the entire skeleton is clearly facing 
down and not partially sideways or twisted. 
 80 
 It is interesting that the two males that were buried in a prone position had their 
legs bent backwards, while the female and individual of unknown sex had their legs 
flexed underneath them (see images in appendix 3 and fig. 5.21.). They were all adults, 
and as a group have more goods than the norm for this period (tab. 5.6.).   
 
Table 5.6. Several attributes recorded for the individuals buried in a prone position. 
 
 
Figure 5.21. A prone burial of a male (BN09-42, on the left) and a prone burial of a 
female (BN09-56, on the right), illustrating a difference in the placement of the limbs. 
 
Burial on the back; BN04-1, BN05-13, BN07-116, BN07-33, BN07-50, BN08-57,  
BN08-62, BN08-9, BN09-18, BN09-3, BN09-53, BN09-61 (image numbers 32-42 in 
appendix 3):  
The group of individuals buried on their back is comprised mainly of females in their 20s 
and babies under 1 year of age. Three of the individuals buried on their back do not fit 
this age and/or sex profile: one child of about ten, one male between 18 and 24 years of 
age and a female in her 40s. All but one female (who is described below) and one baby 
were buried in a flexed position, and the amount of objects they received as a group 
seems to reflect the norm for this period. It is striking that all females were buried in a 
NW-SE position (with head on either side), a popular orientation for this period. The 
babies were often buried in a E-W orientation, and the only male was buried in the 
uncommon orientation N-S. The Guttman’s lambda test reveals a very strong association 
Burial 
Number Sex Age Pathology 
Body 
Position Legs Arms 
Number 
of Objects Orientation 
 
BN09-
20 
 
unknown 23-40 none front flexed flexed 0 NW-SE 
BN09-
31 male 21-24 none front 
bent 
backwards flexed 2 SE-NW 
BN09-
42 male 43-49 
orbital 
cribra, 
possible 
healed 
fractures, 
DDD 
front bent backwards 
at 
abdomen 2 NW-SE 
BN09-
56 female 21-23 Health front flexed 
one flexed, 
one other 4 W-E 
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between sex and age for this group (see table 45 in appendix 2). There was also a strong 
correlation between age and orientation, and to a somewhat lesser degree an association 
between age and goods.  
A taphonomic explanation is not given for these burials, although it is difficult to 
completely rule out the possibility of a body rolling over on the back in some cases. 
However, this seems a less plausible explanation than an intentional interment in most 
cases and the strong association between certain age and sex profiles to this body position 
and their association in turn with specific orientations seems to strengthen the hypothesis 
that these individuals were intentionally buried on their backs. The group is coherent not 
in the resemblance of all of its members to each other, but in the coherence within the two 
dominant groups it is comprised of. 
 
Table 5.7. Several attributes recorded for the individuals that were buried on their back. 
Burial 
Number Sex Age Pathology 
Body 
Position Legs Arms 
Number 
of 
Objects 
Orientation 
 
BN04-1 
 
female 20-25 DDD back flexed flexed 2 NE-SW 
 
BN05-13 
 
female 20-25 none back flexed flexed 0 SE-NW 
 
BN07-116 
 
male 18-24 occupational 
attrition back flexed flexed 0 N-S 
 
BN07-33 
 
unknown 7-9 
months none back unknown unknown 1 E-W 
 
BN07-50 
 
unknown Under 1 year none back unknown extended 1 E-W 
BN08-57 unknown Under 1 year none back unknown flexed 0 E-W 
BN08-62 female 23-40 
DDD, VOA, 
POA, 
osteoporosis 
back flexed flexed 2 NW-SE 
BN08-9 
 
unknown ca. 10 years 
scorching 
thoracic 
cavity 
back flexed flexed 0 NE-SW 
 
BN09-18 
 
unknown 0-6 
months none back not found not found 0 SW-NE 
BN09-3 female 23-30 
parturition 
stress, slight 
periodontitis 
back flexed at 
abdomen 0 NW-SE 
BN09-53 female 20-25 none back 
extended 
along 
body 
flexed 0 SE-NW 
BN09-61 female 43-52 
DDD, 
occupational 
induced 
POA knee 
and foot 
back flexed flexed 1 SE-NW 
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Unusual burial position; BN09-53 (image number 41 in appendix 3): 
One female in the group discussed above was found in a burial position that was not only 
untypical, but unique for the entire cemetery. The female, who was in her 20s, was buried 
on her back with her legs extended on top of her body so that her feet were found near her 
head, and her arms were flexed to the sides of her head (fig. 5.22.). She had no 
pathologies and was buried in a SE-NW orientation with no grave goods. The only aspect 
in which she stands out from the rest of the buried population is thus the unusual burial 
position in which she was found, and one can only speculate about the cause of this 
peculiar arrangement. The skeletal remains are largely articulated and suggest that this 
burial position was obtained before the body had decomposed. However, the position of 
the pelvis and the disarticulation of the left tibia are evidence of pressure that pressed 
down against the legs from above.  
The only taphonomic explanation that could be proposed is that this position was 
at least in part caused by the filling of the grave, if there was space around the body. For 
this to be possible there would have to have been enough space behind the body, and it 
would have had to be placed near the edge of the grave, facing it. If the grave was then 
filled from the direction the body was facing, it could have rolled backwards while the 
legs unfold. Nevertheless, at this moment this scenario is not more plausible than an 
intentional burial in this manner, and this burial is considered unusual. But because this 
burial position is unique within the cemetery and not correlated to other unusual aspects, 
it is difficult to place it within the whole. This burial is part of the group of burials on 
their back, and could simply relate to the pattern seen in this group without any further 
causation. 
 
 
Figure 5.22. A photograph of BN09-53 taken during the excavation. 
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Neck bent backwards; BN05-10B, BN07-104, BN07-108, BN07-17A, BN07-17B, BN07-
54, BN07-97, BN08-20, BN08-21, BN08-29, BN08-30, BN08-61, BN09-22, BN09-4, 
BN09-5, BN09-9 (image numbers 43-53 in appendix 3): 
During the excavation of the cemetery, several individuals were observed by the physical 
anthropologist in the field as having their necks extremely bent backwards so that their 
heads seem to touch the spine (fig. 2.23.). Certain propositions were made to explain this 
phenomena among the graves, and these are to be given a close examination in the near 
future (P.M.M.G. Akkermans, personal communication). One of the proposed reasons is 
an illness influencing the individuals’ body position. There would therefore have been 
many individuals dying around the same time that were buried in a hurry, what would 
explain the frequency of double and multiple burial for these individuals (see description 
below). On the other hand, if taphonomic reasons were at play, one could suggest that the 
limited space in these double and multiple graves could have induced the formation of 
such patterns. 
As the reason for this unusual pattern is yet to be confirmed and is still under 
investigation, we can unfortunately not distinguish it as taphonomic, cultural or 
pathological at this moment. What will be done in this analysis is an examination of the 
features this group represents as a whole, in order to see what patterns emerge and if the 
individuals in this group are different to the buried population in other aspects. It might 
then be possible to establish the amount of coherence and interrelation of the group, that 
can hint towards an intentional or random type of interment for these burials. 
 In period B the most individuals were found representing this condition, namely 
16 (see table 5.8.). The individuals in this group are all younger than 26 years of age, 
there are more males than females and there are more individuals buried in a double or 
multiple grave (32,1% of the individuals, compared to 13,6% for the entire population in 
this period). The other aspects of burial are normal within the buried population. It seems 
that this group is somewhat untypical as a group, and it would be interesting to relate this 
pattern to a cause found in the current investigation of this feature. 
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Table 5.8. Several attributes recorded for the individuals that were found with their necks 
bent backwards. 
 
Burial 
Number Sex Age Pathology 
Body 
Position Legs Arms 
Number 
of 
Objects 
Orientation 
BN05-10B Unknown ca. 4 years 
neck bent 
backwards, 
orbital 
cribra 
On right 
hand 
side 
Flexed unknown 1 S-N 
BN07-104 Unknown ca. 1 year 
neck bent 
backwards 
On left 
hand 
side 
Flexed Flexed 5 E-W 
BN07-108 Unknown 14-18 neck bent backwards 
On left 
hand 
side 
Flexed Flexed 0 SE-NW 
BN07-17A Unknown ca. 9 years 
neck bent 
backwards 
On right 
hand 
side 
Flexed Flexed 0 NE-SW 
BN07-17B Unknown ca. 6 years 
neck bent 
backwards 
On right 
hand 
side 
Flexed Flexed 0 NE-SW 
BN07-54 Unknown ca. 2 years 
neck bent 
backwards, 
hypoplasia 
On right 
hand 
side 
Flexed Flexed 2 W-E 
BN07-97 Unknown 12-15 neck bent backwards 
On right 
hand 
side 
Flexed Other/ 
unknown 0 NW-SE 
BN08-20 Male 23-25 neck bent backwards 
On left 
hand 
side 
Flexed Flexed 0 NE-SW 
BN08-21 Male 12-18 neck bent backwards 
On left 
hand 
side 
Flexed Flexed 0 SW-NE 
BN08-29 Unknown ca. 10 years 
neck bent 
backwards, 
orbital 
cribra 
On right 
hand 
side 
Flexed At 
abdomen 0 SW-NE 
BN08-30 Unknown ca. 10 years 
neck bent 
backwards, 
femoral 
cribra 
Front Flexed Flexed 0 E-W 
BN08-61 Unknown 1-2 neck bent backwards 
On right 
hand 
side 
Flexed Flexed 0 SE-NW 
BN09-22 Unknown 12-18 neck bent backwards 
On right 
hand 
side 
Flexed Flexed 0 E-W 
BN09-4 Unknown ca. 15 years 
neck bent 
backwards, 
femoral 
cribra, 
hypoplasia 
On right 
hand 
side 
Loosely 
flexed Flexed 0 SE-NW 
BN09-5 Unknown 14-20 neck bent backwards 
On left 
hand 
side 
Flexed At 
abdomen 0 NW-SE 
BN09-9 Female 21-23 
neck bent 
backwards, 
occupational 
attrition 
On left 
hand 
side 
Flexed 
One 
flexed, 
one 
other 
1 NE-SW 
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Figure 5.23. A photograph of BN09-9, one of the skeletons found with a neck bent 
backwards. 
 
5.6.3. The cemetery in period C, between 5,900-5,600 BC 
 
Mixed deposition; BN08-44 (image number 54 in appendix 3): 
A deposition containing unarticulated human bones, sheep horn cores, pottery shards and 
a gypsum stone was found in Halaf layers. This could be a structured deposition rather 
than a burial, but as this interment seems to be disturbed it is difficult to give a detailed 
account of this feature. Nevertheless, it could fit in with the other depositions of human 
and animal skeletal parts that were found in all periods of the cemetery. 
 
Group with legs folded upwards; BN08-10, BN08-18, BN08-24, BN08-32, BN08-36, 
BN08-37, BN08-3, BN08-4, BN08-52, BN08-58 (image numbers 55-63 in appendix 3): 
The following group is discussed within the context of this period although it may be 
(and has been) contextually separated from the rest of the population. This is done 
because these burials are dated to the Halaf period even if they are from a later part of the 
sequence. Still, it would be unfair to compare them to the small and specific population 
buried at the cemetery at this time, and so it will be described without being statistically 
compared to a norm for this period but keeping in mind the trends common for the 
cemetery as a whole for all periods. 
 The group is generally spatially and stratigraphically close, and its most striking 
shared attribute is the unnatural folding of the legs upwards, requiring the breaking of the 
individual’s legs at the knee joint (fig. 5.24). Almost all were male, and they were mostly 
buried on their back. The Guttman’s lambda tests performed for period C reveal a strong 
association between the different variables of this groups’ members, hinting towards its 
strong coherent nature. The only female buried in this manner seems to show a slight 
difference from the rest, she received grave goods and was buried in an uncommon 
position (tab. 5.9.). The group’s coherent nature, unique pathology, spatial proximity and 
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context suggests that these individuals were buried as a group with no real relation to the 
cemetery. Their unique treatment at death clearly stands out in comparison to the normal 
trends observed for this cemetery.  
 
Table 5.9. Several attributes recorded for the individuals that were found with their legs 
folded upwards. 
 
 
Figure 5.24. A photograph of BN08-24, one of the individuals buried with knees folded 
upwards. 
Burial 
Number 
Sex Age Pathology 
Burial 
Position 
Legs Arms 
Number 
of 
Objects 
Orientation 
BN08-10 male 22-24 
broken 
knees 
back unknown 
at 
abdomen 
0 W-E 
BN08-18 male 12-16 none back 
folded 
upwards 
unknown 0 E-W 
BN08-24 male 15-19 
broken 
knees 
back 
folded 
upwards 
unknown 0 E-W 
BN08-32 male 18-21 
broken 
knees 
on left 
side 
against 
body 
one 
flexed 
0 NE-SW 
BN08-36 male 22-24 
broken 
knees 
back 
folded 
upwards 
extended 0 E-W 
BN08-37 male 22-24 
broken 
knees 
back 
folded 
upwards 
extended 0 E-W 
BN08-4 unknown 20-25 none back 
folded 
upwards 
at 
abdomen 
0 E-W 
BN08-3 male 22-24 
broken 
knees 
back 
folded 
upwards 
flexed 0 SE-NW 
BN08-58 male 41-50 
broken 
knees 
on right 
side 
folded 
upwards 
one 
flexed 
0 E-W 
BN08-52 female 20-25 
broken 
knees 
on right 
side 
folded 
upwards 
one 
flexed 
2 E-W 
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5.7. Discussion 
 
The pattern that emerges from the analysis of the cemetery in this chapter is of a sporadic 
use of the burial ground during the first and last periods described, and a somewhat more 
extensive use of the burial ground during period B. In this period several trends can be 
seen such as the many females in their 20s that were buried at this location, and there is a 
larger variety in both the attributes recorded for the individuals and the types of unusual 
burials. However, this extensive variety might at least in part be due to the size of the 
sample, that is much larger than the other periods. If the cemetery in this period indeed 
reflects a more normative use of the burial ground, this may also explain the increased 
variety measured in all aspects.  
The norms established for the three periods show a dominance of single primary 
inhumations within unlined pits, buried on the right or left side in a flexed position with 
no or few grave goods. The orientation was more variable, although certain categories are 
more popular than others in the last two periods. Against this norm several burials stand 
out. Body positions, pathologies, inclusion of multiple individuals with or without animal 
remains and other forms of distinction at death were used to distinguish unusual 
individuals and groups within the different periods. In most cases the unusual burials 
form part of a group that shares the same unusual attribute, and when these groups are 
examined closely they appear to be rather coherent and share many similarities among 
their members. The Guttman’s lambda measure of association tests show that in many of 
these groups a strong association exists between the different attributes of the individuals. 
Often more than one attribute is shared by a group of unusual burials, and as a group they 
represent a general difference to the norm. The combination of all of these trends hints 
towards an archaeological significance beyond the statistical one, and the similarities 
among unusual group members suggests that certain types of individuals were treated in a 
specific way at death. 
But if coherent groups of individuals treated in a similar way indeed represent 
specific social identities of individuals, it is unclear why certain individuals belong to 
more than one group. BN09-40 for example, belongs to the group of rich graves and also 
to the group of individuals with burning marks in their chest cavities. Both groups are 
coherent, and clearly possess specific unique attributes. Individuals with a neck bent 
backwards often are related to multiple graves. One explanation could be that the 
boundaries between the groups are not strict, allowing for overlap. Another could be that 
the attributes for some of the categories, such as number of goods and multiple interments 
are not valid as group defining elements. Yet another could be that two groups stand for 
one larger group together, for example individuals of high status, individuals with a 
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specific cause of death etc., each having a larger range of possibilities of unusual 
treatment. Changes in the way certain types of identities are treated at death may occur 
through time, that can also explain the overlap between groups if it represents changing 
traditions. The truth is that the patterns of interment at the site (as at any site) are 
complicated, and it is difficult to reconstruct the significance of the different attributes. 
The coherence of the unusual groups might not be a mirror image of a division into 
different types of individuals, but it does suggest the existence of structured, regulated 
death rites performed for certain groups within the population. 
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6. Discussion and Conclusions 
6.1. Introduction 
 
In the introduction chapter of this thesis three research questions were presented that lead 
the investigation of this study. The questions were: 
 
1. What is unusual burial?  
• How are unusual burials dealt with in archaeology? 
• How does unusual burial relate to a wider ritual context? 
 
2. What can we learn from the unusual burials at Tell Sabi Abyad about the mortuary 
practices at the site during the Late Neolithic? 
• What patterns do we see when examining the buried population statistically? 
• What kinds of unusual burials come up in the statistical analysis? How are they 
different to the rest of the buried population?  
 
3. What can we learn from the unusual burials at Tell Sabi Abyad about the phenomenon 
of unusual burial? 
 
The first question, concerning the study of unusual burials in archaeology and their wider 
ritual context, was explored in chapters 3 and 4. It was concluded that unusual burial can 
be defined as a category in archaeological mortuary studies that refers to interments that 
are conspicuous in relation to what are considered to be the normal mortuary practices in 
a specific context. The recognition and interpretation of unusual burials in archaeology is 
often intuitive and is hardly ever based on a systematic, statistical analysis of the entire 
buried population. Instead, the investigation of unusual burials concentrates on 
establishing their intentional deviancy and recovering the meaning behind the 
differentiation of the individual at death. 
As for the wider ritual context of unusual burials, ethnographic studies have 
shown that certain types of individuals are given a different treatment at death for a range 
of reasons that vary from one culture to another. The large amount of variation in death 
rites makes it difficult to draw a connection between a mortuary practice seen in the 
archaeological record and its meaning in the original cultural context it was part of. 
However, anthropological studies suggest that ritual can be divided into a behavioral 
aspect and a context-bound meaning (ritual’s form and its contents, respectively), and that 
these are intertwined in practice yet conceptually distinguishable. The behavioral aspect, 
i.e. ritual’s form, can provide another perspective when studying unusual burials. 
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The second question was addressed in the previous chapter. The findings of the 
statistical analysis that was performed in chapter 5 will be discussed in the following 
section in light of the research questions stated above. The contribution of this study to 
the archaeological investigation of unusual burial, expressed in the third question, will be 
discussed in section 6.4., followed by the conclusions.  
 
6.2. Trends of mortuary practices at Late Neolithic Tell Sabi Abyad 
 
This section will present the trends that were observed for the cemetery in the statistical 
analysis of the previous chapter and discuss their implications for our understanding of 
the Late Neolithic mortuary practices at Tell Sabi Abyad. 
 
1. From the three periods of use of the burial ground, only period B (between 6,200-
5,900 BC) represents actual intensive use as a cemetery. During the other periods a more 
sporadic use of the area took place, and burial is often related to architectural remains. Far 
less individuals were recovered at the cemetery for periods A and C than in period B, and 
the buried population in these periods consisted almost entirely of children and infants.  
 
It seems that the individuals that were put to rest at the beginning and the end of the 
sequence of the burial ground do not represent a normative cemetery but rather the 
interment of a specific segment of the population – children and babies. These are buried 
in a similar way to the adults in the middle period: often on the side in a flexed position, 
largely single inhumations in unlined pits. During period B we see a more normative use 
of the cemetery although parts of the population are missing, as can be deduced from the 
low count of individuals for such a long time span (see chapter 2) and the biased male-
female ratio. Other individuals could have been buried elsewhere or may not have been 
buried at all, as Chambron put it: “au Neolithique ancient et moyen, it ne suffisait pas 
d'être mort pour bénéficier d’une tombe” (Chambron 2007). 
 The suggestion that was made by Akkermans in his publication from 2008, 
namely that children under a certain age were buried separately from the adults at the site 
during period B, does not seem to be entirely confirmed by the analysis of the cemetery. 
Although a group of children and babies were buried in the southeastern part of the 
mound during this period, operation I (see chapter 2), others were buried together with 
the adults that were put to rest in the cemetery studied here, that is located in the 
northwestern pat of the tell at operation III. There is therefore no strict, clear division 
between children and adults in burial, although certain areas appear to have been 
specifically used for the burial of children and infants (with the occasional exception of 
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an adult burial). A more detailed investigation of the stratigraphic relation between the 
graves at the site will be needed in order to determine the nature of this pattern. Was there 
a separation between adults and children in certain periods while in others not? Were 
certain children and babies buried at a different location for a specific reason? Or are we 
dealing with more than one funerary tradition at the site? A further investigation of age-
related trends of burial at the site might also contribute to our understanding of the burials 
in periods A and C. 
 
2. There are age and sex related patterns at the cemetery. During period B there are 
considerably more females than males, and this sexual discrepancy is significantly related 
to the age categories: most individuals in their 20s and 30s are females, and there are 
mainly males in the older categories. In period C we have a group that is almost entirely 
comprised of males around their 20s. 
 
The general demography of the cemetery shows an unnatural distribution of sex and age, 
although it could be misleading due to its incomplete nature. The demographic pattern 
could have been influenced by mortality patterns or burial preferences (or both), for 
example if segments of the population were buried elsewhere or not at all. The age 
histogram in figure 5.3. appears to reflect a crisis-population, and the sex distribution 
within the age groups shows a younger mortality for females than for males (fig. 5.5.). 
Females have the hazards involved in child birth, but males are known to have a high 
mortality rate at young ages (Kalben 2001, 17). Perhaps if the sex of the sub-adults and 
children in the cemetery could have been determined these ratio’s would shed light on the 
patterns observed with the older individuals. If males had a higher mortality rate during 
adolescence, that would explain the male-gap seen in the category of individuals in their 
20s. The group that is comprised almost entirely of young males that were buried with 
their knees folded upwards, who were probably buried at a different location than the rest 
of the contemporary population in period C, could hint towards the possibility that certain 
demographic groups were not buried in the normative burial grounds. 
 
3. There are similarities between unusual interments found at the site. Many of them 
share the same attribute that makes them conspicuous, and the groups of unusual burials 
that are formed are rather coherent and generally different to the norm.  
 
The individuals buried in the unusual burial groups must have shared at least one aspect 
of their identity or condition that lead them to be buried differently to the rest of the 
population. Whether this is their social status, kin, cause of death or actions in life is 
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difficult to say, even though certain age and sex dimensions of some of the groups appear 
to be hinting towards a certain direction (for example, the females in their 20s and babies 
buried on their back could indicate a relation to parturition if individuals that died during 
birth were treated in a specific way). Several kinds of social differentiation due to identity 
or circumstances of life and death could have existed at Tell Sabi Abyad. There are many 
examples of modern societies that distinguish multiple types of “deviant identities” (Shay 
1985). 
 It thus seems that rather than unusual individuals, there are unusual groups within 
the buried population of Tell Sabi Abyad. This could hint towards the past social 
distinction of certain types of individuals or identities, that for one reason or another were 
treated in a specific way at death. This “adjusted” burial treatment due to circumstances 
in life or death was probably seen as the proper way to part from an individual that was 
seen as special for one reason or another. 
Although the stratigraphic information has not yet been thoroughly studied for 
each of the graves, it seems that the unusual burial groups in period B are not spatially 
related (see map of the cemetery in appendix 4). Compared to the spatial proximity of the 
group of individuals buried with their knees folded upwards in period C, the unusual 
groups of period B appear to be distributed more evenly. This could suggest that the 
separate individuals within the unusual burial groups were not all singled out at one 
moment, but that categories of social deviancy existed throughout an extended period of 
time. 
In periods A and C we do see a spatial proximity between unusual burials (see 
map of cemetery in appendix 4). The mixed animal and human remains found above the 
graves of four children in a circular building is adjacent to the animal and human remains 
in an oven (see section 5.6.1 and photograph number 3 in appendix 3), and as has been 
mentioned above the group of individuals with knees folded upwards shows a spatial 
clustering to a high degree (see section 5.6.3). The spatial proximity among these unusual 
interments hints towards one episode of burial, and perhaps even reflects a ritual that was 
not funerary in nature. 
 
4. The kind of unusual interments differs among the three periods.  
During period A fragmentary human remains that were deposited together with animal 
bones were more common than in other periods, and the older male that was found in a 
prone position is different to the prone burials in period B (in the position of his limbs 
and lack of skull). During period B there appear to be groups of unusual burials sharing 
similar attributes, such as the group of women who received the most grave goods and the 
group of individuals with signs of burning in their chest cavity. The unusual burial groups 
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of period B are unlike the unusual burials found in the other two periods. In the Halaf 
period (period C) the unusual group of individuals with knees folded upwards seems to be 
spatially related and has many other similarities. The distinguishing characteristics of 
these interments do not resemble those of the unusual burials in the earlier periods at the 
cemetery. 
 
If the cemetery was not a normative burial ground during periods A and C as opposed to 
period B, as has been suggested above, the patterns of unusual burial might have also had 
a different character to those of the main cemetery. The unusual burials in period B 
appear to be part of the general population even if distinguished in burial, while the 
unusual burials in period A and C might not have been related to the rest of the 
population buried there (they might have not even been actual burials, see below). The 
rest of the population in the first and last periods was comprised almost entirely of 
children and infants, and thus different to the more inclusive sample of the population 
buried in period B. The divergence in the patterns of unusual burial between the three 
periods might have had something to do with the difference in the nature of the use of the 
cemetery, although chronological changes in death rites could clarify this divergence as 
well. 
The multiple cases of combined human and animal depositions, most common in 
the first period, do not necessarily represent burials. They are undoubtedly unusual, but 
lack basic aspects of normative burial shared by the rest of the graves: the human remains 
are unarticulated, they are often located within structures, and at least in the case of the 
mixed remains of the three children (BN09-21, BN09-21A, BN09-21B) they appear to be 
scattered on a floor rather than buried in a grave. If we follow Hill’s interpretation of a 
structured deposition, it would perhaps be more appropriate to classify these interments 
as such (see description in section 5.6.1). There is not enough information to determine 
what kind of background the deposition or the ritual behind it had, but the occasional 
deposition of such features may be related to a single type of practice. 
 The group of individuals that were buried with their knees folded upwards in 
period C do not seem to be related to the other burials in the same period. They were 
found higher up in the stratigraphic sequence, and probably represent one episode of 
interment. This stands in contrast to the unusual burial groups of period B, that were 
buried among the rest of the population in what appears to be a random distribution. Does 
the group of individuals with knees folded upwards represent a non-mortuary ritual, i.e. a 
ritual that has a different background than parting from a deceased? Or is this group an 
indication of a change in burial practices in the Halaf period? In order to further 
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investigate the matter an examination of a more complete sample of Halaf burials is 
required. 
 
5. The unusual burials include a large segment of the population at the site. In period A 
nine out of 17 individuals are considered unusual, 53,1% of the population. In period B 
47,2% of the population (59 individuals) appear to be unusual. If we exclude the group of 
burials with a neck bent backwards on the ground of unintentional deviancy we remain 
with 38,4% of the population, 48 individuals. In period C 42,35% of the population (11 
individuals) is unusual, although the untypical burials for this period do not seem to be 
part of the normal use of the burial site. 
 
The large amount of unusual burials within the buried population does not fit in well with 
the idea behind “unusual”; we would expect the unusual burials to be uncommon 
features. One could argue that not all of the burials identified as unusual can in fact be 
seen as unusual burials, and that a statistical significance does not necessarily stand for an 
archaeological one (see section 5.2.). Perhaps some of the attributes of burial recorded 
here as unusual do not reflect a special treatment of specific individuals in the past. 
However, even if many of the burials described here as unusual are excluded we still 
remain with too many individuals to describe as an “odd one out”, and the formation of 
coherent groups of unusual burials within the data suggest that we are in fact dealing with 
categories of individuals that were distinguished in a specific manner at death. 
 Perhaps the unusual is not as “unusual” as it would appear today. Astonishing and 
conspicuous as unusual burials might be to modern eyes, they probably reflected 
normative customs in the past. Practices make sense within a cultural context, and death 
rites are not an exception. They represent the appropriate way to treat a specific 
individual at death, and are very variable: 
 
“The archaeological picture so far, therefore, is that certain groups were 
buried in areas away from the rest of the population. Ethnographically, 
the picture is rather different; burial customs in society after society 
reflect different categories of people, categories which are sometimes 
defined on purely social grounds and sometimes on physical 
characteristics which may, of course, also have an associated social 
definition. Furthermore, these differences are reflected not only in the 
use of different places for burial but also in such funerary features as the 
degree of elaboration of rites, the types of grave construction used, the 
different forms of orientation of the bodies, different degree of 
contraction or 'flexure'… of the body, the use of cenotaph as opposed to 
tomb, or the absence of any form of burial.” (Ucko 1969, 270) 
 
 95 
 The word “unusual” may be appropriate to describe the situation we see today, 
but does not necessarily reflect past notions and should not confuse our interpretation. 
Unusual burials may very well represent quite a normal phenomenon in mortuary 
practices and ritual behavior as a whole. Whether unusual interments are seen as burials 
or as a ritual with a different background, they are not external to the normative ritual 
practices of a society. 
 
6.3. Potential implications and possibilities for future analysis  
 
One of the possible implications that come forth when relating this study to a wider 
discussion about ritual concerns concepts of ritualized behavior. Boyer and Lienard’s 
approach, discussed in chapter 4, can help explain the regularity of the unusual burials at 
Tell Sabi Abyad. If ritual is a neurological response to an indirect danger that has a 
tension-relieving effect, the death of an individual can be seen as such an indirect danger 
that will trigger a reaction within a society. As several anthropological approaches 
propose (see chapter 4), the death of an individual is involved with fear. It has been 
suggested that this fear is amplified in specific cases due to circumstances and aspects 
such as, for example, an untimely death, suicide, or certain attributes of an individual (see 
chapter 3 and Shay 1985). If this fear reflects an indirect danger, it is thus increased in 
such cases, and so will the ritual reaction be amplified according to Boyer and Liénard’s 
approach. Many cases of unusual burial might therefore represent an exaggerated ritual 
reaction to the deaths of particular types of individuals, weather this is due to 
circumstances during life or at death. This may explain their relatively high frequency 
within the buried population: even if not everyone was buried at Late Neolithic Tell Sabi 
Abyad, an increased need for ritual relief would ensure that the special individuals were 
certainly buried. 
As has been discussed in chapter 4, the ritual reaction to the death of an 
individual expresses certain issues according to Dulaney and Fiske (1994). The list of 
these ritual-related notions, presented in section 4.5., reflects issues that come forth in 
ritual actions and thoughts. The attributes that distinguish the treatment at death of the 
groups of unusual burials that were identified for Tell Sabi Abyad in this study might 
reflect an exaggerated expression of some of these ritual-related notions such as 
purification, fear of harm, etcetera. 
 A focus on ritual’s form could also be applied to the investigation of other types 
of ritual that are visible in the material record of Tell Sabi Abyad. One example is the 
intentional burning of a village in the southeastern part of the Tell that has been 
interpreted as an abandonment ritual by Verhoeven (2000). The intentional burning of the 
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village took place at around 6,000 BC and was preceded by the burning of a house in the 
northeastern part of the site at around 6,200-6,100 BC, that seems to have been 
intentional as well (Akkermans 2008, 268-9). As has been mentioned in chapter 2, human 
remains were found in both cases, and it has been argued that the skeletons that were 
retrieved from the burnt village were part of the burning ritual (Verhoeven 2000). This 
strengthens the idea that the human remains found at Tell Sabi Abyad might not all be 
related to a funerary context. As has been mentioned above, it could be that part of the 
unusual burials discussed in this study did not have a funerary background but were 
perhaps part of a ritual that had a different nature. Studying patterns of ritualized behavior 
at the site as a whole could be a fruitful addition to the studies of ritual and burial at Tell 
Sabi Abyad that were carried out so far. It is for example interesting that the apparently 
intentional burning of the village and the house, described above, are both 
chronologically correlated to period B of the cemetery.  
Another research topic that could be further explored is the correlation between 
burial practices at the site and other long term trends that have been explored for Tell 
Sabi Abyad. The three periods that were discussed for the Late Neolithic cemetery could 
be further examined in relation to the wider context of the site, such as socio-economic 
changes that are visible in the archaeological record of the habitation layers. Could it be, 
for example, that the ritual trends seen at Tell Sabi Abyad in period B are related to the 
socio-economic changes during this transitional phase (see chapter 2)? And if so, how are 
they related? As has been discussed in chapter 4, a relationship between circumstances of 
life and the performance of rituals has been suggested by several scholars. During 
difficult times, ritual plays an even more crucial role in social life (Wilson 1996, 13-5). 
The burial practices at the site can add to our understanding of subsistence and social life 
in Late Neolithic Tell Sabi Abyad, and vice versa.  
 
6.4. Approaching unusual burials in archaeology – what can we learn from the 
unusual burials of Tell Sabi Abyad? 
 
The interpretation of unusual burials is often done in an intuitive manner. There are no 
clear guidelines as to what makes a burial unusual, it is defined as such when it stands out 
in relation to our expectations from normative burial in a specific context. What 
archaeologists define as unusual seems remarkable in the context of a modern 
investigation, but assuming that a specific burial was considered to be “out of the 
ordinary” in the past as well needs validation. 
 The unusual burials that were distinguished for the Late Neolithic cemetery of 
Tell Sabi Abyad were all of a conspicuous nature that was visible in the field. However, a 
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systematic analysis of the entire population revealed that these burials make up over one-
third of the buried population. The large amount of unusual burials that form coherent 
groups suggests that they are not that unusual after all, and confirms Ucko’s conclusions 
regarding the discrepancy between the archaeological and ethnographic realities of 
mortuary practices (see previous section). Unusual burials should therefore be seen as 
part of normative death rites, rather than a disruption of them. 
It has also been suggested that several types of interment that were distinguished 
as unusual burials might not have been burials at all, but the remains of a different type of 
ritual. This was based not only on the specific features of the unusual interments, but on 
their spatial distribution and relation to the other graves. Distinguishing between types of 
ritual (or perhaps even non-ritual) behavior can best be done by a systematic examination 
of an entire dataset, rather than by means of intuitive theories based on isolated cases. 
 
6.5. Conclusions 
 
The aim of this thesis was to systematically examine the unusual burials at the Late 
Neolithic cemetery of Tell Sabi Abyad in relation to the normative burials, thereby 
focusing on the behavioral aspect of deviant mortuary treatment. It was hoped that by 
studying the unusual burials at the site in a systematic way and viewing them as an 
integral part of the buried population, a more profound outlook on burial practices at Late 
Neolithic Tell Sabi Abyad could be achieved. 
 The study of the unusual burials of Late Neolithic Tell Sabi Abyad was carried 
out systematically by means of a statistical analysis of the entire buried population, that 
was divided into three periods on stratigraphic grounds. This methodology allowed for 
the recognition of burial trends in both the general and the unusual buried population, and 
provided a good starting point for the investigation of the unusual burials. It is doubtful if 
the same results could have been achieved without the help of statistical analysis, or 
without the examination of the entire buried population. By including the entire buried 
population and statistically analyzing it, it was possible to point out how the unusual 
burials were different to the general buried population and to estimate their relation to it. 
 After the unusual burials were distinguished according to their amount of 
variation from the norm, they were found to form coherent groups that shared the same 
distinguishing attribute. In addition, the unusual burial groups often shared other aspects 
such as demographic dimensions, orientation or the amount of grave offerings they 
received. The unusual interments were found to make up a large segment of the buried 
population, what strengthens the notion that they should be studied in relation to the 
entire buried population. All in all, the methodology used in this thesis proved to be 
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fruitful, but the interpretation of the results would have benefited from more detailed 
information regarding the spatial aspect of the graves. A more thorough study of the 
complex stratigraphy of the burials can contribute to our understanding of the mortuary 
practices discussed above. 
 The interpretation of the results invoked new research questions regarding: the 
nature of the use of the cemetery during the different periods and its relation to specific 
age dimensions, the spatial relationship between the graves, and the character of the 
rituals that lead to the deposition of some of the unusual burials (see section 6.2.). As has 
been mentioned above, a detailed analysis of the stratigraphy of the unusual burials could 
shed light on many of these issues. Future studies could also include a wider study of all 
ritual practices at the site and an investigation of the relation between the mortuary trends 
seen in the Late Neolithic cemetery and the general socio-economic background at the 
site (see section 6.3.). A further investigation of the differences between the types of 
unusual burials at the site in relation to their stratigraphy could help determine if several 
of the interments that were placed in the category unusual burial in this study are not 
burials at all, but concern a different kind of ritual deposition (see discussion in sections 
5.6.1. and 6.2.). 
 In conclusion, unusual burials are generally seen as extraordinary features that 
need to be interpreted on their own terms, and are therefore usually studied in isolation. 
They are viewed by many as an opposition to normal mortuary and ritual practices, with 
the key issue being their symbolic meaning. In this thesis, a concentration on the 
behavioral aspect of ritual lead to a systematic study of the unusual burials at Tell Sabi 
Abyad in relation to normative burial. Rather than promoting a negative or peculiar 
background behind unusual burial at the site, it has been suggested on the basis of the 
results of the statistical analysis that unusual burial at Late Neolithic Tell Sabi Abyad is 
an integral part of normative death rites and a normal aspect of social life. By looking at 
long term trends of unusual burial within a larger burial context, rather than focusing on a 
small number of cases, a better understanding of both usual and unusual mortuary 
practices at Late Neolithic Tell Sabi Abyad was obtained. Focusing on the form rather 
than on the contents of ritual fits well within archaeology’s biggest advantage above 
anthropology – its longue durée view. 
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Abstract 
 
The study of the unusual burials in the Late Neolithic cemetery of Tell Sabi Abyad in this 
thesis sought to apply a different approach to the data than is normally done in 
investigations of unusual burial. Instead of trying to retrieve the meaning behind the 
differentiation at death of the individuals and focusing on their identity, the behavioral 
aspect of unusual burial was addressed. It was hoped that by doing so, a more profound 
understanding of mortuary practices at Late Neolithic Tell Sabi Abyad could be achieved. 
In order to explore the behavioral aspect of unusual burial a systematic investigation of 
the entire buried population was performed. This was done by means of a statistical 
analysis of the burials found at the Late Neolithic cemetery of Tell Sabi Abyad. The 
statistical analysis allowed to distinguish the unusual burials in a systematic manner and 
revealed trends in both usual and unusual mortuary practices at the site. This 
methodology stands in contrast to the majority of interpretations of unusual burials, that 
are often of an intuitive nature. 
 The interpretation of the results of the statistical analysis suggests that unusual 
burial is not external to, but part of the normative death rites and ritual life at Late 
Neolithic Tell Sabi Abyad. Rather than studying unusual burials in isolation and viewing 
them as an “out of the ordinary” phenomenon, this thesis calls for a more systematic 
analysis of such features and their recognition as a part of normative social and ritual life. 
Focusing on ritualized behavior rather than on ritual’s lost symbolic meaning suits the 
nature of prehistoric archaeological data. 
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Appendix 1: Frequency Tables 
 
Frequency tables for period A, between 6,600-6,200 BC: 
 
Table 1. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Sex” in period A, between 
6,600-6,200 BC. 
Sex Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
male 1 5,9 5,9 
unknown 16 94,1 100,0 
Total 17 100,0  
 
Table 2. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Age” in period A, between 
6,600-6,200 BC. 
Age Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
under 1 year 3 17,6 17,6 
1-5 years 4 23,5 41,2 
6-11 years 5 29,4 70,6 
12-20 years 2 11,8 82,4 
in 20s-30s 1 5,9 88,2 
older than 50 1 5,9 94,1 
unknown 1 5,9 100,0 
Total 17 100,0  
 
Table 3. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Pathology” in period A, 
between 6,600-6,200 BC. 
Pathology Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
none 10 58,8 58,8 
neck bent backwards 1 5,9 64,7 
health 1 5,9 70,6 
health teeth 2 11,8 82,4 
cribra 3 17,6 100,0 
Total 17 100,0  
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Table 4. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Body position” in period A, 
between 6,600-6,200 BC. 
Body position Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
on right side 5 29,4 29,4 
on left side 2 11,8 41,2 
unknown 5 29,4 70,6 
back 1 5,9 76,5 
front 1 5,9 82,4 
mixed remains 3 17,6 100,0 
Total 17 100,0  
 
Table 5. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Legs” in period A, between 
6,600-6,200 BC. 
Legs Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
flexed 8 47,1 47,1 
other/unknown 4 23,5 70,6 
bent backwards 1 5,9 76,5 
not found 4 23,5 100,0 
Total 17 100,0  
 
Table 6. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Arms” in period A, between 
6,600-6,200 BC. 
Arms Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
flexed 4 23,5 23,5 
at abdomen 1 5,9 29,4 
extended 1 5,9 35,3 
other/unknown 4 23,5 58,8 
not found 4 23,5 82,4 
one flexed, one other 3 17,6 100,0 
Total 17 100,0  
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Table 7. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Goods” in period A, between 
6,600-6,200 BC. 
Goods Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
none 14 82,4 82,4 
1 2 11,8 94,1 
3 1 5,9 100,0 
Total 17 100,0  
 
Table 8. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “14C” in period A, between 
6,600-6,200 BC. 
14C Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
no dating 14 82,4 82,4 
6400-6600 3 17,6 100,0 
Total 17 100,0  
 
Table 9. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Orientation” in period A, 
between 6,600-6,200 BC. 
Orientation Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
N-S 1 5,9 5,9 
NW-SE 1 5,9 11,8 
S-N 1 5,9 17,6 
SE-NW 1 5,9 23,5 
E-W 1 5,9 29,4 
W-E 2 11,8 41,2 
SW-NE 2 11,8 52,9 
unknown 8 47,1 100,0 
Total 17 100,0  
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Table 10. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Fragmentation” in period 
A, between 6,600-6,200 BC. 
Fragmentation Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
complete skeleton 11 64,7 64,7 
isolated skull 1 5,9 70,6 
mandible 1 5,9 76,5 
fragmentary, no skull 4 23,5 100,0 
Total 17 100,0  
 
Table 11. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Multiple” in period A, 
between 6,600-6,200 BC. 
Multiple Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
single 12 70,6 70,6 
double 2 11,8 82,4 
multiple 3 17,6 100,0 
Total 17 100,0  
 
Frequency tables for period B, between 6,200-5,900 BC: 
 
Table 12. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Sex” in period B, between 
6,200-5,900 BC. 
Sex Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
male 23 18,0 18,0 
female 38 29,7 47,7 
unknown 67 52,3 100,0 
Total 128 100,0  
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Table 13. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Age” in period B, between 
6,200-5,900 BC. 
Age Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
under 1 year 18 14,1 14,1 
1-5 years 19 14,8 28,9 
6-11 years 12 9,4 38,3 
12-20 years 16 12,5 50,8 
in 20s 26 20,3 71,1 
in 20s-30s 12 9,4 80,5 
in 40s 10 7,8 88,3 
between 30-50 5 3,9 92,2 
older than 50 3 2,3 94,5 
adult 6 4,7 99,2 
unknown 1 ,8 100,0 
Total 128 100,0  
 
Table 14. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Pathology” in period B, 
between 6,200-5,900 BC. 
Pathology Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
none 66 51,6 51,6 
neck bent backwards 16 12,5 64,1 
scorching chest cavity 6 4,7 68,8 
health 20 15,6 84,4 
health teeth 5 3,9 88,3 
cribra 14 10,9 99,2 
head trauma 1 ,8 100,0 
Total 128 100,0  
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Table 15. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Body position” in period B, 
between 6,200-5,900 BC. 
Body position Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
on right side 53 41,4 41,4 
on left side 39 30,5 71,9 
unknown 20 15,6 87,5 
back 12 9,4 96,9 
front 4 3,1 100,0 
Total 128 100,0  
 
Table 16. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Legs” in period B, between 
6,200-5,900 BC. 
Legs Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
flexed 97 75,8 75,8 
crossed 3 2,3 78,1 
other/unknown 10 7,8 85,9 
bent backwards 2 1,6 87,5 
not found 15 11,7 99,2 
over chest and shoulder 1 ,8 100,0 
Total 128 100,0  
 
Table 17. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Arms” in period B, between 
6,200-5,900 BC. 
Arms Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
flexed 64 50,0 50,0 
ifo chest 3 2,3 52,3 
at abdomen 9 7,0 59,4 
extended 4 3,1 62,5 
other/unknown 10 7,8 70,3 
not found 16 12,5 82,8 
flexed to side of head 1 ,8 83,6 
one flexed, one other 21 16,4 100,0 
Total 128 100,0  
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Table 18. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Goods” in period B, 
between 6,200-5,900 BC. 
Goods Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
none 74 57,8 57,8 
1 21 16,4 74,2 
2 19 14,8 89,1 
3 5 3,9 93,0 
4 4 3,1 96,1 
5 2 1,6 97,7 
6 1 ,8 98,4 
8 2 1,6 100,0 
Total 128 100,0  
 
Table 19. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “14C” in period B, between 
6,200-5,900 BC. 
14C Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
no dating 96 75,0 75,0 
5800-6000 8 6,3 81,3 
6000-6200 21 16,4 97,7 
6200-6400 3 2,3 100,0 
Total 128 100,0  
 
Table 20. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Orientation” in period B, 
between 6,200-5,900 BC. 
Orientation Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
N-S 7 5,5 5,5 
NW-SE 24 18,8 24,2 
S-N 7 5,5 29,7 
SE-NW 24 18,8 48,4 
E-W 12 9,4 57,8 
W-E 13 10,2 68,0 
SW-NE 9 7,0 75,0 
NE-SW 12 9,4 84,4 
unknown 20 15,6 100,0 
Total 128 100,0  
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Table 21. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Fragmentation” in period 
B, between 6,200-5,900 BC. 
Fragmentation Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
complete skeleton 117 91,4 91,4 
isolated skull 4 3,1 94,5 
isolated skull fragment 3 2,3 96,9 
fragmentary, no skull 4 3,1 100,0 
Total 128 100,0  
 
Table 22. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Multiple” in period B, 
between 6,200-5,900 BC. 
Multiple Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
single 108 84,4 84,4 
double 12 9,4 93,8 
multiple 8 6,3 100,0 
Total 128 100,0  
 
Frequency tables for period C, between 5,900-5,600 BC: 
 
Table 23. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Sex” in period C, between 
5,900-5,600 BC. 
Sex Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
male 8 30,8 30,8 
female 2 7,7 38,5 
unknown 16 61,5 100,0 
Total 26 100,0  
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Table 24. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Age” in period C, between 
5,900-5,600 BC. 
Age Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
under 1 year 6 23,1 23,1 
1-5 years 3 11,5 34,6 
6-11 years 3 11,5 46,2 
12-20 years 4 15,4 61,5 
in 20s 7 26,9 88,5 
in 40s 1 3,8 92,3 
unknown 2 7,7 100,0 
Total 26 100,0  
 
Table 25. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Pathology” in period C, 
between 5,900-5,600 BC. 
Pathology Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
none 16 61,5 61,5 
knees broken at joint 8 30,8 92,3 
health teeth 1 3,8 96,2 
cribra 1 3,8 100,0 
Total 26 100,0  
 
Table 26. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Body position” in period C, 
between 5,900-5,600 BC. 
Body position Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
on right side 6 23,1 23,1 
on left side 8 30,8 53,8 
unknown 3 11,5 65,4 
back 8 30,8 96,2 
front 1 3,8 100,0 
Total 26 100,0  
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Table 27. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Legs” in period C, between 
5,900-5,600 BC. 
Legs Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
flexed 8 30,8 30,8 
other/unknown 4 15,4 46,2 
not found 4 15,4 61,5 
folded upwards 10 38,5 100,0 
Total 26 100,0  
 
Table 28. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Arms” in period C, between 
5,900-5,600 BC. 
Arms Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
flexed 7 26,9 26,9 
at abdomen 4 15,4 42,3 
extended 3 11,5 53,8 
other/unknown 7 26,9 80,8 
not found 2 7,7 88,5 
one flexed, one other 3 11,5 100,0 
Total 26 100,0  
  
Table 29. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Goods” in period C, 
between 5,900-5,600 BC. 
Goods Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
none 24 92,3 92,3 
1 1 3,8 96,2 
2 1 3,8 100,0 
Total 26 100,0  
 
Table 30. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “14C” in period C, between 
5,900-5,600 BC. 
14C Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
no dating 20 76,9 76,9 
5600-5800 1 3,8 80,8 
5800-6000 5 19,2 100,0 
Total 26 100,0  
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Table 31. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Orientation” in period C, 
between 5,900-5,600 BC. 
Orientation Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
NW-SE 2 7,7 7,7 
S-N 1 3,8 11,5 
SE-NW 4 15,4 26,9 
E-W 10 38,5 65,4 
W-E 4 15,4 80,8 
SW-NE 1 3,8 84,6 
NE-SW 1 3,8 88,5 
unknown 3 11,5 100,0 
Total 26 100,0  
 
Table 32. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Fragmentation” in period 
C, between 5,900-5,600 BC. 
Fragmentation Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
complete skeleton 23 88,5 88,5 
fragmentary, no skull 3 11,5 100,0 
Total 26 100,0  
 
Frequency tables for period C, between 5,900-5,600 BC, not including the group of 
individuals with knees folded upwards: 
 
Table 33. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Sex” in period C, between 
5,900-5,600 BC, not including the group of individuals with knees folded upwards. 
Sex Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
female 1 6,3 6,3 
unknown 15 93,8 100,0 
Total 16 100,0  
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Table 34. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Age” in period C, between 
5,900-5,600 BC, not including the group of individuals with knees folded upwards. 
Age Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
under 1 year 6 37,5 37,5 
1-5 years 3 18,8 56,3 
6-11 years 3 18,8 75,0 
12-20 years 1 6,3 81,3 
in 20s 1 6,3 87,5 
unknown 2 12,5 100,0 
Total 16 100,0  
 
Table 35. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Pathology” in period C, 
between 5,900-5,600 BC, not including the group of individuals with knees folded 
upwards. 
Pathology Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
none 14 87,5 87,5 
health teeth 1 6,3 93,8 
cribra 1 6,3 100,0 
Total 16 100,0  
 
Table 36. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Body position” in period C, 
between 5,900-5,600 BC, not including the group of individuals with knees folded 
upwards. 
Body position Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
on right side 4 25,0 25,0 
on left side 7 43,8 68,8 
unknown 3 18,8 87,5 
back 1 6,3 93,8 
front 1 6,3 100,0 
Total 16 100,0  
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Table 37. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Legs” in period C, between 
5,900-5,600 BC, not including the group of individuals with knees folded upwards. 
Legs Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
flexed 8 50,0 50,0 
other/unknown 4 25,0 75,0 
not found 4 25,0 100,0 
Total 16 100,0  
 
Table 38. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Arms” in period C, between 
5,900-5,600 BC, not including the group of individuals with knees folded upwards. 
Arms Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
flexed 6 37,5 37,5 
at abdomen 2 12,5 50,0 
extended 1 6,3 56,3 
other/unknown 4 25,0 81,3 
not found 2 12,5 93,8 
one flexed, one other 1 6,3 100,0 
Total 16 100,0  
 
Table 39. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Goods” in period C, 
between 5,900-5,600 BC, not including the group of individuals with knees folded 
upwards.  
Goods Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
none 15 93,8 93,8 
1 1 6,3 100,0 
Total 16 100,0  
 
Table 40. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “14C” in period C, between 
5,900-5,600 BC, not including the group of individuals with knees folded upwards. 
14C Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
no dating 10 62,5 62,5 
5600-5800 1 6,3 68,8 
5800-6000 5 31,3 100,0 
Total 16 100,0  
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Table 41. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Orientation” in period C, 
between 5,900-5,600 BC, not including the group of individuals with knees folded 
upwards. 
Orientation Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
NW-SE 2 12,5 12,5 
S-N 1 6,3 18,8 
SE-NW 3 18,8 37,5 
E-W 3 18,8 56,3 
W-E 3 18,8 75,0 
SW-NE 1 6,3 81,3 
unknown 3 18,8 100,0 
Total 16 100,0  
 
Table 42. The frequencies of the categories for the variable “Fragmentation” in period 
C, between 5,900-5,600 BC, not including the group of individuals with knees folded 
upwards. 
Fragmentation Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
complete skeleton 13 81,3 81,3 
fragmentary, no skull 3 18,8 100,0 
Total 16 100,0  
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Appendix 2: Guttman’s Lambda Measure of Association Tests 
 
Table 43. Guttman’s lambda test performed for the variables “Sex” and “Age” in period 
B, between 6,200-5,900 BC. 
Sex * Age Measure of Association 
 Value 
Asymp. 
Std. 
Errora 
Approx. 
Tb 
Approx. 
Sig. 
Symmetric ,356 ,036 9,705 ,000 
Sex 
Dependent 
,639 ,065 6,991 ,000 
Lambda 
Age 
Dependent 
,186 ,039 4,724 ,000 
Sex 
Dependent 
,590 ,045  ,000c 
Nominal 
by 
Nominal 
Goodman 
and 
Kruskal tau 
Age 
Dependent 
,140 ,018  ,000c 
 
Table 44. Guttman’s lambda test performed for the variables “Body position” and 
“Orientation” in period B, between 6,200-5,900 BC. 
Body position * Orientation Measure of association 
 Value 
Asymp. 
Std. 
Errora 
Approx. 
Tb 
Approx. 
Sig. 
Symmetric ,257 ,058 4,043 ,000 
Body position 
Dependent 
,320 ,075 3,726 ,000 
Lambda 
Orientation 
Dependent 
,212 ,057 3,469 ,001 
Body position 
Dependent 
,290 ,037  ,000c 
Nominal 
by 
Nominal Goodman 
and 
Kruskal 
tau 
Orientation 
Dependent 
,177 ,017  ,000c 
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Table 45. Guttman’s lambda test performed for the variables “Sex”and “Orientation” 
for burials on the back in period B, between 6,200-5,900 BC. 
Sex * Orientation Measure of association 
 Value 
Asymp. 
Std. 
Errora 
Approx. 
Tb 
Approx. 
Sig. 
Symmetric ,600 ,151 2,811 ,005 
Sex Dependent ,833 ,152 2,928 ,003 
Lambda 
Orientation 
Dependent 
,444 ,166 2,449 ,014 
Sex Dependent ,854 ,003  ,043c 
Nominal 
by 
Nominal 
Goodman 
and 
Kruskal 
tau 
Orientation 
Dependent 
,331 ,088  ,052c 
 
Table 46. Guttman’s lambda test performed for the variables “Sex” and “Age” in period 
C, between 5,900-5,600 BC.. 
Sex * Age Measure of association 
 Value 
Asymp. 
Std. 
Errora 
Approx. 
Tb 
Approx. 
Sig. 
Symmetric ,379 ,117 2,904 ,004 
Sex Dependent ,600 ,200 2,044 ,041 Lambda 
Age Dependent ,263 ,120 2,035 ,042 
Sex Dependent ,594 ,109  ,003c 
Nominal 
by 
Nominal Goodman and 
Kruskal tau Age Dependent ,199 ,039  ,003c 
 
Table 47. Guttman’s lambda test performed for the variables “Sex” and “Pathology” in 
period C, between 5,900-5,600 BC. 
Sex * Pathology Measure of association 
 Value 
Asymp. 
Std. 
Errora 
Approx. 
Tb 
Approx. 
Sig. 
Symmetric ,650 ,151 2,741 ,006 
Sex Dependent ,700 ,145 3,095 ,002 Lambda 
Pathology 
Dependent ,600 ,179 2,333 ,020 
Sex Dependent ,603 ,156  ,000c 
Nominal 
by 
Nominal 
Goodman and 
Kruskal tau Pathology 
Dependent ,532 ,163  ,000
c
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Table 48. Guttman’s lambda test performed for the variables “Pathology” and “Body 
position” in period C, between 5,900-5,600 BC. 
Pathology * Body position Measure of association 
 Value 
Asymp. 
Std. 
Errora 
Approx. 
Tb 
Approx. 
Sig. 
Symmetric ,250 ,155 1,456 ,145 
Pathology 
Dependent 
,200 ,253 ,714 ,475 
Lambda 
Body position 
Dependent 
,278 ,125 2,035 ,042 
Pathology 
Dependent 
,217 ,114  ,180c 
Nominal 
by 
Nominal 
Goodman 
and 
Kruskal tau 
Body position 
Dependent 
,158 ,063  ,199c 
 
Table 49. Guttman’s lambda test performed for the variables “Pathology” and 
“Orientation” in period C, between 5,900-5,600 BC. 
Pathology * Orientation Measure of association 
 Value 
Asymp. 
Std. 
Errora 
Approx. 
Tb 
Approx. 
Sig. 
Symmetric ,115 ,056 1,842 ,066 
Pathology 
Dependent 
,100 ,095 1,020 ,308 
Lambda 
Orientation 
Dependent 
,125 ,083 1,472 ,141 
Pathology 
Dependent 
,266 ,062  ,527c 
Nominal 
by 
Nominal Goodman 
and 
Kruskal 
tau 
Orientation 
Dependent 
,138 ,040  ,284c 
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Appendix 3: Images of the Burials Described in Section 5.6.: 
 
  
1. BN09-57       2. BN09-21, BN09-21A, BN09-21B 
  
3. BN09-27, BN09-28, BN09-29, BN09-33,     4. BN04-3 
   BN09-34 (BN09-23 was removed before 
   the picture was taken) 
  
5. BN07-112          6. BN07-112 
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7. BN09-33, BN09-34         8. BN09-58 
  
9. BN08-9             10. BN08-14 
  
11. BN08-23           12. BN08-53, BN08-56 
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13. BN09-40          14. BN07-110 
  
15. BN08-26             16. BN05-10A, BN05-10B 
  
17. BN07-17A, BN07-17B                  18. BN08-68, BN08-69 
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19. BN09-37A, BN09-37B        20. BN09-46A, BN09-46B 
 
     21. BN08-19, BN08-20, BN08-21, BN08-22A, BN08-22B, BN08-22C, BN08-22D, BN08-25 
  
22. BN04-2             23. BN07-53 
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24. BN07-113          25. BN08-15 
  
26. BN08-34                27. BN09-50 
  
28. BN09-20                29. BN09-31 
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30. BN09-42        31. BN09-56 
  
32. BN04-1              33. BN05-13 
  
34. BN07-33            35. BN07-50 
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36. BN07-116          37. BN08-57 
  
38. BN08-62          39. BN09-3 
  
40. BN09-18                41. BN09-53 
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42. BN09-61         43. BN07-54 
  
44. BN07-97          45. BN07-104 
  
46. BN07-108          47. BN08-29 
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48. BN08-30              49. BN08-61 
  
50. BN09-4          51. BN09-5 
  
52. BN09-9          53. BN09-22 
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54. BN08-44       55. BN08-3 
  
56. BN08-4          57. BN08-10 
  
58. BN08-18             59. BN08-24 
 60. BN08-32 
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61. BN08-36, BN08-37 
  
62. BN08-52      63. BN08-58 
 
